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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Building Up a Disciple-making Community 
at the Sakai-chuo Mennonite Brethren Church 
Takao Sugi 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2015 
 
The purpose of this doctoral project is to propose a program for training the 
leaders of the Sakai-chuo Mennonite Brethren (MB) Church to form supportive and 
intentional small groups where new believers will grow spiritually and experience a 
caring and loving community in Christ, so that they can become more effective Gospel 
witnesses in the Japanese context. The Sakai-chuo MB Church does not invest its energy 
in training members to be disciples of Christ even though it is very eager to lead 
non-Christians to salvation. There are many members who cannot get necessary help and 
support to grow spiritually. Because of poor ecclesiology and a lack of awareness of a 
rich experience as community, the church tends to emphasize only personal relationship 
with God, while relationship with other members is neglected. 
Part One of this paper will examine the local community surrounding the church. 
Special attention will be given to the history of the church, showing its successes and 
failures. An examination of the practices, values, forms of leadership, and relationships 
within the congregation will identify ecclesiological issues. 
Part Two will engage relevant biblical and theological resources. First, an 
examination of relevant literature will provide theological insights and foundations for 
the ministry. Then strengths and weaknesses of the ecclesiology of the Japan MB will be 
explored as well as an alternative church model that will support small group ministry. 
Finally, it will present theological, biblical, and practical justifications for ministry. 
Part Three will focus on creating a pilot project. The project will raise awareness 
of the importance of community, offer opportunities to participate in holistic formation, 
encourage congregational change, and promote lay leadership ministries. This pilot 
project will provide structure and content for small groups. 
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1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In July 1988, a second-year college student attended a Sunday worship service at 
the Sakai-chuo MB Church in Japan. This was the first time that he attended a Christian 
church. He was raised in a non-Christian home, and had no Christians among his family, 
relatives, or friends. When he was in high school, members of the Gideon’s Association 
distributed Bibles in front of the high school gate, so he received a Bible through their 
ministry. The word “Bible” (seisho) is translated as “the holy book” in Japanese. He 
thought that if the book was a holy one, it might be worth reading. As he began reading the 
Bible by himself, without any support from Christians, he could not understand what it 
taught because he did not have a Christian background at that time.  
Five years later, he found a tract that a church had put in his apartment mailbox. He 
remembered about the Bible through the tract and thought he would like to visit the church. 
When he attended Sunday worship, everything—prayer, the hymns, and the pastor’s 
sermon—was quite new for him. He was impressed by the wonderful atmosphere the 
Christians had so he began to study the Bible with the pastor as the pastor invited him to 
attend the Bible study. In December the student was baptized with six other brothers and 
sisters in Christ. The church had built a new church building the previous year, so his 
church life started in this brand new building. That year a total of twelve people were 
baptized. During the five years he was a member, many people visited the church and 
became Christians, which was a great joy to see. 
However, there are some issues preventing growth in the church. These issues are 
not only at the Sakai-chuo MB church, but also other Japanese churches. There are many 
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people who believed in Jesus Christ as their Savior, were baptized, and began their lives of 
faith with joy, but have stopped going to church after several years and have gone back to 
their old ways of life. A second issue is that some Christians have little faith and just attend 
church on Sundays as a matter of habit, but live every day in the same way as 
non-believers. Church members also tend to be heavily dependent on the pastor. They 
expect that the pastor will give them good pastoral care and will direct almost all of the 
ministries of the church. They do not think they can feed themselves spiritually, lead 
non-Christians to salvation, or take spiritual care of other Christians. They depend on 
pastors to continue feeding them spiritually. As a result, the church grows only to the 
number of members for whom the pastor can provide spiritual care. 
 The Christian portion of the population in Japan has never exceeded 1 percent 
(at least not since the Catholic period in the seventeenth century). Christians always have 
been a small minority in Japan. They have a mindset that they live in a mission field. 
Therefore, the greatest concern among many Japanese churches is evangelism: how to 
attract non-believers to Christian faith. They often ask, “Why don’t the Japanese people 
open their hearts to the Gospel,” “Why don’t Japanese churches grow like the Korean 
churches,” and “What are more effective ways and strategies for evangelism?” These 
questions are important.  
However, according to a 2006 Gallup, the proportion of the population in Japan 
who identify themselves as Christians exceeds 6 percent.1 The difference between these 
numbers presents a big challenge and opportunity. The “1 percent” refers to the number 
                                                   
1 Michael Ireland and Teresa Neumann, “‘Stunning’ Gallup Poll Reveals Christianity Growing in 
Japan,” Breaking Christian News, http://www.breakingchristiannews.com/articles/ 
display_art.html?ID=2278 (accessed January 5, 2012). 
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of Christians who belong to some form of Christian Church; the number that the Gallup 
Corporation calculated is the number of people who say that they believe in Jesus. In 
other words the number of “Christians” in Japan who do not belong to a church is more 
than five times the number of Christians who do. It is likely that such Christians used to 
attend a church, but were disappointed for some reasons, and left the fellowship. 
 Therefore the missional problem is not in an approach to evangelism but in the 
Church itself. A critical question that Japanese Christians must ask first is, “What is the 
Church?” Ecclesiology is the key for mission in Japan. Seeking a real, biblical image of 
the Church is much more important than methodologies for evangelism. 
 There is a traditional assumption in Western understanding, especially in 
American missiology, that those who confess the true faith will naturally gather together 
and form a church, or will join established churches, seeking fellowship in a congregation 
of believers.2 Therefore, it has been thought that the highest priority is to lead people to 
personal conversion. As a natural consequence it is thought in many churches in Japan 
that the primary responsibility of the pastor is to lead non-believers to salvation.  
 Craig Van Gelder reviews the historical development of missiology in his book, 
The Missional Church in Context. His description of the development of the discipline of 
missiology during the period from 1811 to 1910 is similar to the situation in Japan after 
World War II: 
This formative period in the development of the discipline of missiology paid 
little attention to congregations, either theologically or theoretically, whether at 
home or abroad. Congregations at home were assumed to be the primary 
constituents for supporting the work of foreign missions. Substantial 
denominational organizations for supporting this work were developed― 
                                                   
 2 Mitsuo Fukuda, Readings in Missiology: Japanese Culture and Christianity (Tokyo: RAC 
Network, 2003), 153. 
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especially by women. Congregations on the mission field were, for the most part, 
the byproduct of the primary work of evangelism that focused on winning 
converts to the faith. This lack of attention to the development of indigenous 
congregations was complicated by the fact that missionaries often maintained 
primary leadership roles for decades within those newly growing churches. Those 
same missionaries also tended, somewhat uncritically, to bring into the new 
congregations many of the practices of traditional church life that existed back 
home.3  
 
In response to a call from the Supreme Allied Commander, General Douglas 
MacArthur, a huge number of missionaries were sent to Japan. MB mission work in 
Japan began with the sending of Ruth Wiens in 1950. Many other MB missionaries were 
sent to Japan the next few years; they built the foundation of the Japan MB Conference 
(JMBC), largely replicating principles and practices developed in North America.4 Now 
the JMBC has twenty-nine churches, twenty-two of which were planted by North 
American MB missionaries. 
For the first generation of Japanese pastors and Christians, MB missionaries were 
accepted as Christian models they should imitate. Early Japanese MB pastors in particular, 
who had intimate relationships with the missionaries, learned how to serve and live as 
pastors from those missionaries’ ways of living and patterns of ministry. The primary 
concern of newly-formed churches was focused on how to get more converts. This 
concern remains the same today. 
However, the congregation is not simply a byproduct of evangelism. Believing in 
Jesus and belonging to the Church in Japan are not necessarily the same thing. For the 
Japanese people there are two critical decisions. The first is to believe in Jesus and the 
                                                   
3 Craig van Gelder, The Missional Church in Context: Helping Congregations Develop 
Contextual Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), 15-17. 
 
4 Robert Lee, Mission in a New Era: Mennonite Brethren Mission and Services (MBM/S) Japan 
Evaluation (September 1997), 6. 
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second is the decision to belong to a church. Some Japanese Christians take many years 
after believing in Jesus before they are ready to receive baptism. Baptism is the sign of 
incorporation into the church. They hesitate to become members of the Church, not 
because they hate the Church but because they are afraid of various pressures from the 
communities to which they belong if they join a church. Those communities are family 
and relatives, friends, neighbors, and companies.  
There is another aspect in Japan that is related to this. In the Western world, 
believing in God is the first step and belonging to the Church is the second. However, in 
Japan in some ways the order becomes reversed, and sometimes both happen at the same 
time. In Japan, pastors have to play many roles. It is important for pastors to be able to 
lead non-believers to salvation. If they do not do this, the church will never grow. 
However, it is also important for them to build the faith community. Pastors must be 
community builders by connecting persons to one another. They must gather together 
isolated individuals and form them into a new community. 
It is not easy to express and sustain Christian faith in Japanese society. Christians 
are subjected to various pressures from the world and in some cases experience 
persecution. Christians are often isolated from their families, schools, and companies 
because of their faith and values. If they have no support and try to fight the fight of faith 
alone, the light of their faith is likely to grow dim. Though they do not directly deny God, 
their Christian lives become simply a personal and private matter. They do not belong to 
any church and they live as faith orphans. Christians such as these are more than five 
times more numerous than Christians who belong to a church. 
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Hanako became a Christian in the Sakai-chuo MB Church about ten years ago. 
She suffered because of her relationship with her non-Christian husband and his parents. 
Immediately after a new pastor arrived at the Sakai-chuo MB Church, her daughter, who 
was a college student, visited the pastor’s office. She was not a Christian, but also had a 
poor relationship with her father and sought salvation. She started to study the Bible with 
the pastor and other young members, and was led to faith in Christ. Because of that the 
pastor got to know her mother, Hanako, much better. One day, she visited the pastor’s 
office and shared a problem that she had been suffering from for twenty-five years. She 
had never shared this with other church members. For her, church was merely a place 
where people gathered for the sole purpose of worshipping God.  
The pastor called three reliable and mature female members, and organized a 
group to support Hanako. Before this the church had never had a ministry and support 
group. The pastor explained to them what the role of the group was and how they should 
function in this ministry. This was a listening ministry. The pastor asked them to try to 
make an environment in which Hanako could peacefully talk about anything that she had 
on her mind. She was comforted and healed through this fellowship, and, surprisingly, 
those three women were also encouraged through this ministry. The fellowship became a 
mutual support group. 
After that, Keiko, who was a close friend of Hanako, began to attend church 
through her earnest invitation. She had formerly been a member of the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church, but for some reason had stopped coming to church more than ten years before. 
Since she also had problems in her relationship with her husband, Hanako invited her to 
join the meetings of the small support group. At first, however, she hesitated to join 
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because for her the church had not been a community where she could confidently share 
her issues even though she had been there much longer than Hanako. Though the three 
sisters had known her well for over twenty years, they had never had such close 
fellowship with each other, and had not known that she was in so much pain. Keiko also 
was healed and encouraged through the fellowship and was clearly changed. After that, 
her two daughters started coming to the church and were baptized at the same time. 
The group still meets regularly. There is no special program and nothing like a 
curriculum. It is quite simple. The meetings consist of just reading the Word of God, 
prayer, and sharing. They could not have imagined what would happen in such a 
fellowship group, but now they are experiencing what true faith communities look like 
and what true fellowship really is.  
 Today, Japanese society is experiencing many big changes. The traditional 
institutions of society have become dysfunctional, and people have been released from 
many forms of bondage.5 Although they hate the annoyances of human relationships and 
seek personal freedom without interference from others, they are also afraid of isolation 
and need people with whom they can connect in intimate relationships within which they 
can share anything. The Church should embody this form of true fellowship. It should be 
a community in the true meaning of the term and reveal the image of what a true 
community can be. When this happens, the Gospel is no longer merely thought of in 
theory, but becomes visible, tangible, and practical in the life of the community. 
In order for the church to develop its nature as a true community and to be able to 
actually function as a community, small groups must be the basic unit. The purpose of 
                                                   
5 See Chapter 1. 
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this paper is to propose a program for training the leaders of the Sakai-chuo MB Church to 
form supportive and intentional small groups where believers will grow spiritually and 
experience a caring and loving community in Christ, so that they can become more 
effective Gospel witnesses in the Japanese context. 
This paper is composed of three parts. The first part examines the context for the 
ministry of the church. Chapter 1 describes the character of the surrounding community 
of Sakai and the larger Japanese social and cultural context. It will pay particular 
attention to typical factors that present difficulties and obstacles for Christians who are 
trying to live as faithful believers in the Japanese context. Chapter 2 will present the 
history of the Sakai-chuo MB Church. It will explore the reasons why, as in many 
congregations in Japan, many believers leave the church, even though many people 
receive baptism there. It will examine the practices, values, and leadership of the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church in order to discern basic ecclesiological issues. It will then 
explore the need for a new small group ministry in the Sakai-chuo MB Church, as well as 
the obstacles and opportunities related to such a ministry. 
The second part of this paper will be grounded in theological reflection. Chapter 3 
will examine some of the literature concerning the development of this new small group 
ministry. The first section will provide the theological and biblical foundations for 
Christian communal life, and it will also show the legitimacy and necessity for a small 
group ministry. The next section will examine the character and contents of discipleship 
and leadership to nurture the fellowship of small groups. Finally, the last section will 
explore the relational aspect of evangelism relevant to the small group ministry. 
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Chapter 4 will provide insight into the theological context of the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church. The chapter will identify the character and strengths that define the church as an 
Anabaptist congregation that have been highly influenced by evangelicalism and 
fundamentalism. It will also discuss the weaknesses of its inherited ecclesiology in terms 
of becoming a disciple-making congregation. Chapter 5 will provide theological, biblical, 
and practical justifications for small group ministry at the Sakai-chuo MB Church. It will 
first examine the theological foundations from an Anabaptist perspective. It will then 
explore biblical foundations. Finally, it will analyze one case study about small group 
ministry in Japan. 
The third part of this paper provides a strategy for launching a small group 
ministry. Chapter 6 will develop a ministry plan to address the challenges of helping the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church to become a disciple-making community through the 
development of a pilot project. This ministry will first have an introductory session about 
small group ministry for members who are interested. It will then select leaders and train 
them to lead small groups. After forming small groups, the senior pastor will support and 
supervise this ministry. Chapter 7 will describe the process of implementing and 
evaluating a new small group ministry for the Sakai-chuo MB Church. The chapter will 
outline the pilot project, present a timeline for the project, including a plan for identifying 
and preparing group leaders, and present a strategy for recruiting group members. 
Chapter 7 will then list literary, physical, and human resources that will support project 
implementation. Finally, it will offer a plan to utilize conversations and a questionnaire to 
evaluate and refine the new ministry strategy. 
 PART ONE 
THE MINISTRY CONTEXT 
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CHAPTER 1 
COMMUNITY CONTEXT 
 
In this chapter characteristics of the local community surrounding the Sakai-chuo 
MB Church are examined. The larger context of Japan is examined first, and then 
proceeds to the smaller context of the surrounding local community. Historically there 
were three strong relationships or ties called en (“relationships” or “bonds”) in Japan. 
These are called ketsuen, chien, and shaen.1 Such relationships enabled Japanese society 
to be a “relation-rich society” with a strong sense of community in which members 
should help each other. 
 
Ketsuen: Blood Relations (Consanguinity) 
Generally speaking, ketsuen refers to the relationship between people who have 
the same ancestors. Some expected characteristics of ketsuen are to love deeply, to have 
intimate relationships, and to give mental and economic support to the fellow members of 
their families and groups of relatives. The old Japanese family system (ie seido) was 
patriarchal. This patriarchal system that emphasized the importance of the male line was 
                                                   
1 Toshiaki Tachibanaki, Muenshakai no shoutai (Tokyo: PHP Interface, 2011), 149. 
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established mainly among the samurai classes during the time of the feudalistic Edo era 
(1600-1868).1 
During the Meiji era (1868-1912) a patriarchal family system was adopted among 
the common (non-samurai) people. However, the traditional patriarchal family system 
was abolished under the new Japanese Constitution adopted after World War II.2 Still, 
members of older generations continue to maintain these values. 
 
Chien: Regional Ties 
In many cases in Japanese society the word chien (geographic relationships) has a 
more important meaning than ketsuen. There is a famous proverb: “Strangers at hand are 
better than relatives afar.” Chien is the word for social institutions that organize several 
neighboring households into a small social unit. In some cases chien expresses larger 
units like ken (prefectures), shi (cities), cho (towns), son (villages), and in other cases it 
expresses smaller local units like the gonin gumi (groups of five households) during the 
Edo era and the chounaikai (neighborhood association) in the modern era. Those who 
belonged to the same chien shared a community spirit, and were expected to perform 
mutual surveillance and mutual aid.3 
 The beginning of chien is said to be the gohosei (groups of five households), 
which began during the Nara era (710-794).4 In those days there were constant wars and 
fighting among the clans and thanes. The Imperial Court ordered the creation of small 
                                                   
1 Ibid., 131. 
 
2 Ibid., 133. 
 
3 Ibid., 134. 
 
4 Ibid. 
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social units composed of five households to monitor people’s behavior and to maintain 
social stability.5 The main purpose of the system was mutual surveillance and aid. As 
time went by, the Tokugawa Shogunate created a system called gonin gumi (“five-person 
group”). Though the samurai (who were the ruling class) had been kept in order by the 
superior-subordinate relationship, a new policy (gonin gumi) was necessary to maintain 
order among the common people who were engaged in agriculture, commerce, and 
industry. The primary purpose of the gonin gumi was the maintenance of social stability, 
by monitoring each other’s lives. These groups were expected to help prevent crimes and 
to be whistleblowers. In addition, these groups were expected to cooperate in various 
things—marriage, adoption, agricultural group work, in commerce and industry, and in 
cooperative purchasing and marketing.6 Members of the groups were expected to help 
one another if a member’s life became difficult. Therefore the chien was a mutual aid 
organization that was equal in importance to, or even more important than the ketsuen. 
During the Meiji era the gonin gumi declined rapidly.7 Therefore, the Meiji 
government introduced a family registration system, as it adopted a policy that focused 
on kinship rather than chien. However, even though the system was changed, the spirit 
cherishing chien relationships continued and the tradition of good social relationships 
with neighbors and helping each other remained.  
 
 
                                                   
5 Ibid., 134-135. 
 
6 Ibid., 135. 
 
7 Ibid., 136. 
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When militarism dominated the country (1920s through 1945), the government 
created a new organization called chounaikai (neighborhood association).8 It served as a 
subordinate organization under the municipality. During World War II it was used as a 
tool for promoting militaristic policies.9  
Although after the war chounaikai was disbanded by the General Headquarters, it 
came to life again in another form, this time not as a subordinate organization supporting 
militarism but as an autonomous organization of the local community.10 The main 
activities of the chounaikai are neighborhood events such as celebrating local Shinto 
festival rituals and Buddhist Bon festival dances associated with honoring ancestors, 
sports meetings, organizing group travel, and parties. They also include social activities 
such as crime prevention, fire protection, and cleaning the neighborhood. These activities 
were intended to make the lives of local residents safer and more comfortable. 
 
Shaen: Social Bonds in Companies 
During the Meiji era new relationships called shaen, which were different from 
ketsuen and chien, were born.11 Shaen means a bond or relationship with a company. In 
feudal times ketsuen and chien were central. Since people were required to inherit the 
occupation of their parents, and movement to other regions was prohibited, for most 
Japanese ketsuen and chien were the most important social connections.12  
                                                   
8 Ibid., 137. 
 
9 Ibid., 137. 
 
10 Ibid., 138. 
 
11 Ibid., 140. 
 
12 Ibid., 141. 
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However, in the Meiji era, new organizations were established, and new 
relationships formed among the people who belonged to these organizations. Companies 
were common settings for these relationships to be formed. A company has to strive to 
compete for its survival, so both executives and employees must work together for the 
development of the company. A sense of togetherness among people in the organization 
increases. Although previously unrelated, working in the same place and for the same 
goal, intimacy and solidarity happen and the feeling of helping each other increases. 
In Japanese companies lifetime employment and seniority were the norms until 
the end of the twentieth century. Therefore it was common for Japanese to work in the 
same company for a very long time. In a situation such as this the consciousness of shaen 
naturally grows.  
 
Relation with the Church 
 The patriarchal family system has close relationships with ancestor worship. A 
firstborn son inherits not only the family resources but also a family Buddhist altar 
(butsudan), and the responsibility to carry on worship of his ancestors. Because of that it 
is often difficult for first sons to be Christians. 
 The strong ketsuen relationship sometimes takes away personal freedom to 
worship God and makes it difficult to actively participate in church activities and 
ministries. The words of Jesus in Luke 14:26 are relevant and challenging for Japanese 
Christians: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and 
children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple.”13 
                                                   
13 All Scripture quoted is from the New International Version. 
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Some activities of the chounaikai, which are deeply connected with local Shinto 
shrines and Buddhist temples in some areas, include religious elements. Therefore, 
Christians often struggle in their relationships with the chounaikai. In some chounaikai 
every household is required to make a donation to the local Shinto shrine. Just as the 
Church was at the heart of community life in the West, so the Shinto shrines and the 
Buddhist temples were at the center of community life in Japan. In addition, some 
activities of the chounaikai are held on Sundays, so Christians who attend Sunday 
services cannot join in these community events. Since many missionaries who came to 
Japan after World War II taught Japanese Christians to avoid relationships with the world 
and give priority to church life, some Japanese Christians have not been positively 
involved in the activities and events of the local community. 
Most Japanese men spend most of their lifetimes (except for sleeping time) at 
their workplaces. Good evaluations and promotions become the major goals of their lives. 
Therefore a way of life that is completely devoted to the company arises, even at the 
expense of their own families. 
Most of the male members of the Sakai-chuo MB Church are company employees, 
and cannot leave their companies at the formal end of the workday. Often they arrive at 
home around 10:00 p.m., and sometimes at midnight. Therefore no men except retired 
persons can attend prayer meetings on Wednesday nights. Since most male members are 
working such long hours in their companies during weekdays and are really exhausted, 
they are barely able to attend worship services on Sundays. 
 
 
18 
Drastic Changing in Japanese Society 
A felicitous phrase expressing the current social situation of Japan is “the forfeit 
of relationships.” Those relationships, which were the foundation for communities in 
Japan, have been gradually weakened in recent years. A new virtue of individualism has 
arisen and various factors in human relations have become superficial. It is remarkable 
that in urban areas there are many people who move in from various areas. 
 
The Collapse of Community 
Concerning ketsuen, Japanese families are changing rapidly. Since the number of 
nuclear families has increased, large families have become uncommon. According to the 
2007 Census, households in which seniors of sixty-five years or older reside, only 18.3 
percent are three-generations. This has decreased greatly from 54.4 percent in 1975.14 
The rate of households where only seniors and single persons live is increasing. Increases 
in the rate of divorce and the rate of lifetime non-marriage also contribute to the dilution 
of family relationships. 
 Concerning chien, there are still close relationships among people who continue 
to live in the same place like local towns and villages. However, those who live in the 
suburbs tend to have only superficial relationships even though they join in local 
activities like the chonaikai, since many have moved from other places. They tend to 
sympathize with a modern, streamlined lifestyle and set a high value on their private lives. 
This tendency is found in a survey done by the Asahi Shinbun, a local newspaper. In 
response to an inquiry about social contacts in their neighborhood, responses were as 
                                                   
14 Ibid., 32. 
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follows: informal conversation, 50 percent; exchange greetings, 35 percent; visiting with 
each other, 6 percent; going out together, 5 percent, and consulting about personal 
problems, 2 percent. Responses to an inquiry about frequency of neighborly fellowship 
were: frequently, 16 percent; occasionally, 50 percent; rarely, 17 percent; and hardly ever, 
17 percent. The reasons why they do not have more neighborly fellowship are: no time or 
opportunity, people are annoying, different lifestyles, and protecting one’s privacy.15 
 Third, concerning shaen, the bond between companies and their employees used 
to be strong. Employees were devoted to the company even at the expense of a lot of 
things that were closely related to them like family, and the company also provided 
various benefits to employees. However, after the collapse of the economic bubble in the 
1990s, companies began to give higher priority to their own profit rather than the 
well-being of their employees, and began to aggressively lay off their employees.16 In 
addition, this is reflected in a reduction in the number of regular employees and increases 
in the number of non-regular employees. The rate of non-regular employees has increased 
to nearly 40 percent.17 Under these circumstances, it became difficult for employees to 
give strong loyalty to their companies. 
 
Unrelated Society 
A television program which was broadcast by the Japan National Broadcasting 
Company (NHK) on January 31, 2010, entitled “Muenshakai (A Society without Social 
Connections): the Impact of the Deaths of Isolated Individuals,” caused a great sensation 
                                                   
15 Editional, The Asahi Shinbun, April 17, 2010. 
 
16 Tachibanaki, Muenshakai no shoutai, 213. 
 
17 Editional, The Nikkei, July 13, 2013. 
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across Japanese society. During the last couple of years, the number of unidentified 
people who are found dead in Japan has rapidly increased. An NHK survey reports that 
32,000 people ended their lives anonymously in 2008. The deaths are due to suicide or 
disease, but there is no way to find the person’s family or relatives to provide care after 
death. There was a time in Japan, the program said, when individuals were strongly 
connected to one another in relationships such as family, relatives or local communities. 
This was a well-known characteristic of our country’s culture. Not only have traditional 
human bonds become weaker but according to this NHK program, even the employment 
system has become unstable, which contributed to this phenomenon. Japan is rapidly 
moving toward being a muenshakai. 
 
Influence of Modernity 
The reasons for situation are not simple. There are long historical processes and 
countless elements that are complexly related to each other. However, the influences of 
modernity as a primary factor should not be ignored. The social pathology that 
contemporary society has experienced is strongly connected with the conditions that 
modernity brought about. Generally speaking, modernity includes factors such as 
rationalism; objectivism (which brought about the development of science); 
individualism; secularization of the political, economic, and social systems; and a 
commodity economy. A society that has all or some of these characteristics as its 
foundational principles is called a “modern” society; and when a society moves in this 
direction, it is called “modernization.” It is thought that the modern period started in 
Europe during the fifteenth century. It has continued until today, accompanied by various 
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changes. In Japan, modernization started at the end of the Edo era (1868), into the Meiji 
era (1868-1912), and is still ongoing today.18 
Some of these characteristics have contributed greatly to weakening relationships 
between people. First, individualism has a strong influence on relationships. The process 
of modernization in Europe released individuals from the authority of the Church, the 
feudal class system, and the bondage of the community. Modern ideas in Europe give 
ultimate value to the individual. Individualism in Europe has gradually developed over 
five hundred years. When people accepted individualism, they built new social norms and 
structures to live cooperatively such as in autonomous cities.19 However, the spread of 
individualism in Japan was different. It was not until the post-war period (beginning in 
1945) that individualism began to penetrate the daily lives of people in Japan; this was 
only seventy years ago. It was brought from the US as part of the occupation policy 
rather than being a choice of the Japanese people.20 It was a “borrowed” individualism, 
and Japanese people have not adequately recognized this as the basic source of the rapid 
spread of individualism in the country. It released people from the bondage of existing 
communities, but, as a result, brought about alienation and isolation. 
Second, the economic principles of capitalism contributed to the collapse of 
community. Japan is a capitalist society, but unlike the US, Japanese capitalism includes 
some communal elements. For example, the rights of employees were given priority over 
the benefits of capitalists. In Japan there were only a few extremely wealthy millionaires, 
                                                   
18 Akira Ooki, Kankeisei soushitsu no Jidai (Tokyo: Bensei Press, 2005), 182. 
 
19 Ibid., 187. 
 
20 Ibid., 188. 
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but there were also few extremely poor people. Most Japanese thought that they belonged 
to the middle class.21 Actually there are not great differences in income levels. However, 
due to economic globalization, American-style market economic principles were 
introduced, competition was accelerated, and the growing gap in Japanese society was 
born. Society came to be divided into “winners” and “losers.” The merit-based wage 
system was introduced into many companies, the priority of seniority was abolished, and 
human relationships in companies became strained. 
 
The Social Situation Surrounding the Sakai-Chuo MB Church 
In many ways the current social trends in Japan, which are discussed above, are 
also found in the area where the Sakai-chuo MB Church is located. As a church that 
exists within Japanese society, the church is not isolated. The current social features 
surrounding the church are also observed inside the church. 
 
Geographic and Historical Observations 
Sakai is a city located in Osaka Prefecture. It has been one of the largest and most 
important seaports in Japan since the medieval period.22 St. Francis Xavier, who arrived 
in 1549 as the first Christian missionary to Japan, recognized it as the greatest seaport in 
Japan even then.23 He visited Sakai when he was en route to Kyoto to attempt to make 
contact with the emperor. He described Sakai in his epistle: “Sakai is the richest seaport 
                                                   
21 The Economic Planning Agency, White Paper on National Life (Tokyo: The Ministry of 
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22 Naohiro Asao et al, Sakai no Rekishi: Toshijichi no Genryu (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten 
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23 Ibid. 
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in Japan and the most domestic gold and silver are gathered in Sakai.”24 Sakai was also 
well known as an international autonomous city run by powerful merchant citizens.  
Toward the end of the sixteenth century military powers gained control over the 
enormous wealth of Sakai. Sakai succumbed to the power of, Nobunaga Oda, and lost its 
position as an autonomous city.25 Influential merchants moved to neighboring Osaka and 
other nearby cities, and the commercial prominence of Sakai declined.26 Furthermore, as 
the military government (shougun) in Edo (Tokyo) moved toward a policy of National 
Seclusion (sakoku) that lasted from 1600 to 1867, trade with foreign countries was 
limited. As a result, Sakai lost its function as an international trading seaport.27  
Toward the end of the Edo era (1603-1868), the West pressured the Tokugawa 
shogunate to open trade. After the Meiji era (beginning in 1868), commerce and industry 
again developed in Sakai.28 During the Meiji era (1868-1912), Sakai changed into a 
manufacturing city focused mainly on cotton spinning and manufacturing brick.29 
The city has grown and is now the fourteenth most populous city in Japan, with 
838,455 residents as of August 1, 2010. Sakai became a designated city in April 2006.30 
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28 Ibid., 193-195. 
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The total area is 144.99 square kilometers.31 The city is divided into seven wards. The 
Sakai-chuo MB Church is in the Naka-ku (central ward). Naka-ku is located in the central 
part of Sakai, with 122,256 residents. The population is 14.4 percent of the whole 
population of Sakai.32 
 
Current Social Situation 
Originally large parts of the land in Naka-ku were farmland, but land use has 
changed to residential in recent years. The population is increasing. The Naka-ku is also 
divided into thirteen sections. Each section has one junior high school. The Sakai-chuo 
MB Church is in the Higashimozu junior high school section. The population growth rate 
of this section is the highest in Naka-ku, at 34.1 percent from 1997 to 2007.33 When the 
church building was built in its present location twenty-five years ago, the surroundings 
were mostly rice fields, but now houses, apartment complexes, and small shops surround 
the church. Many young families are moving into this area. The neighboring elementary 
school and junior high school have the largest number of students in Sakai.34 Because 
there are many residents who recently moved into this area, the consciousness of 
participation in the local community is generally low. The rate of participation in 
chounaikai (neighborhood association) in Higashimozu Junior High school section was 
75.1 percent in 1992. It decreased to 55.6 percent in 2007 even though the number of 
                                                   
31 Sakai City Local Finance Bureau, Planning Department Research and Statistics Group, 
Sakai-shi Toukei-sho (Sakai: Sakai-shi, 2011), 27. 
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33 Sakai City Naka-ku Community Project Promotion Committee Secretariat, Naka-ku 
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households increased from 3,364 to 5,662 during the period.35 This means that many of 
the new residents do not participate in the chounaikai.  
The proportion of nuclear families in this area had climbed to approximately 90 
percent of ordinary households in 2005. The households of married couples were 19.7 
percent, married couples with children were 43.1 percent, single parents with children 
were 6.7 percent, and single-person households were 22.1 percent.36 According to the 
department of labor the population by industries were: primary industries only 0.3 
percent, secondary industries 27 percent, and tertiary industries 69.4 percent.37 Most of 
the households are salaried worker’s households. Generally speaking, white-collar 
workers living in urban areas of Japan tend to value a lifestyle of modern rationalism and 
set a high value on the personal life and the privacy of each individual. According to the 
statistics mentioned above, it is easy to say that such general tendencies and features can 
also be seen in the specific area in which the church is located. 
 
Challenge 
Although the power of social bonds has become weaker, it does not mean that 
more people come to the church and join in fellowship. As modernity has had harmful 
effects on Japanese society as a whole, it also had evil influences on the Church as it 
exists in the Japanese context. Individualistic tendencies are increasing even in the 
Church. Distorted individualism makes the formation of the Body of Christ difficult. 
Fellowship in the Church also becomes superficial. Now Christians need to learn what 
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the Church should really look like and reveal the true image of what a faith community 
can be. Early Christians were commended by people outside the Church because they 
loved one another very much. Today’s Christians, too, need to demonstrate the love of 
God not only in words but also in their way of life, not only individually but also in their 
life together. Today, in the midst of the collapse of traditional communities, the Church 
has a great opportunity and mission to shine as the light of the world. 
However, a Body of Christ is not formed naturally but must be built up 
intentionally. A gathering of people does not become a community automatically. On one 
hand, traditional communities in Japan were shaped by political and state powers, that 
incorporated people because of a lack of self-consciousness, or near forcibly without 
regard for the will of individual persons. On the other hand, people join the Church—the 
faith community, founded by Jesus Christ, and the followers of Jesus—consciously and 
cheerfully through their own personal decision and choice. However, relationships in the 
Church will fall into superficiality as has happened in today’s traditional communities if 
the Church does not explore what a faith community should be and if each person does 
not make an effort to build up the faith community with a high consciousness as a 
member of the congregation. In the next chapter the Sakai-chuo MB Church’s history, 
core values, theologies, and leadership will be examined, and the elements that hinder the 
church from becoming a true community of disciples of Jesus will be uncovered, and 
then a key for the growth of the church as a faith community will be proposed.  
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CHAPTER 2 
CHURCH CONTEXT 
 
A brief history of the Sakai-chuo MB Church is presented in this chapter. It will 
explore why, as in many congregations in Japan, many believers left the church, even 
though they were baptized there. It will examine the practices, values, and leadership of 
the Sakai-chuo MB Church in order to discern basic ecclesiological issues. It then will 
explore the need for a new small group ministry in the Sakai-chuo MB Church, as well as 
the obstacles and opportunities related to such a ministry. 
 
The Story of the Sakai-chuo MB Church: Flourishing and Decline 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church began in February 1968. The church was planted by 
missionary Sam Krause who was sent by the Board of Foreign Missions of the General 
Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches (now the US Conference of Mennonite 
Brethren Churches and the Canadian Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches). The 
Sakai-chuo MB Church grew up rapidly and became one of the biggest MB churches in 
Japan. However, it experienced stumbling and conflict, and then decline. 
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Church Planting (1968 to 1978) 
Krause came to Japan in 1953. This was his third church plant in Japan. He had 
planted Hirano MB Church and Osaka Bible MB Church (both churches are in the Osaka 
area) before planting the Sakai-chuo MB Church.1 The first Sunday worship service of 
the church2 was held in the living room of a small apartment near the Shirasagi Station 
(Nankai Railway). At that time MB Christians and Christians from other groups, who 
lived in the neighboring apartment complex, gathered together for the service. There were 
eighteen attendees.3 The Osaka Prefectural University was located near the church, and 
several college students were led to faith in Jesus through evangelical activities for 
students in cooperation with Campus Crusade for Christ. Various other evangelistic 
activities were also conducted in the area. Among these were home Bible study meetings, 
evangelistic English classes, and distributing evangelistic tracts. During the first six years 
Krause baptized twenty-seven people. The number of attendees in Sunday services was 
beyond thirty.4  
After that the leadership of the church was transferred to a Japanese pastor 
(Yosuke Sonoyama).5 Under the new leadership, the main theme of the church became 
church formation, although a large part of the church’s activities were for people from 
                                                   
1 The Sakai-chuo MB Church, Syu-to-tomoni (With The Lord): The New Church Building 
Dedication Memorial Issue (Sakai, Osaka: Hatsushiba Bunko, 1987), 5. 
  
2 The name of the church was the Shirasagi MB Church at that time, since the church was in 
Shirasagi-cho. 
 
3 The Sakai-chuo MB Church, Syu-to-tomoni, 6. 
 
4 The church moved to another place, and the name was changed to the Nishi-Hatsushiba MB 
Church. 
 
5 The Sakai-chuo MB Church, Syu-to-tomoni, 6. 
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outside the church. Various seminars and trainings about church formation and 
consciousness of being a congregation gradually developed in the church.6 
 
Church Growth (1979 to 1986) 
In 1979, Toshiko Etou was assigned as the second Japanese pastor of the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church.7 Etou was led to faith and trained to be a faithful Christian by 
Krause. He worked together with Krause as a faithful disciple and mastered the skill of 
personal evangelism from Krause. He baptized over 120 people during his first ten years 
as pastor of the Sakai-chuo MB Church.8 Most of these people were led to faith through 
his personal evangelism. In 1984, the number of attendees in Sunday services grew to 
over ninety, and the sanctuary became crowded. A vision to build a new church building 
that could accommodate two hundred people was given to the church. Research about 
purchasing land to build the church and fundraising began.9 
 
New Church Building (1987 to 1994) 
In 1987, the long-cherished beautiful church that could accommodate two hundred 
people was completed.10 The mission of the church was expected to move forward even 
further. Though many new people were added to the church membership every year, 
ironically many church members left the church over time. According to a report of the 
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7 Ibid., 8. 
 
8 Ibid., 9. 
  
9 Ibid., 10-11. 
 
10 The name of the church was changed from the Nishi-Hatsushiba MB Church to the Sakai-chuo 
MB Church at this time. 
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annual church general meeting of the Sakai-chuo MB Church,11 108 people were 
baptized from 1984 to 1994, and fifty-seven of them left the church. The primary interest 
of the pastor was in how to lead more non-Christians to conversion. Therefore he poured a 
lot of time and energy in his ministry to seekers. However, he did not have much interest 
in the education of church members, pastoral ministry, discipleship, or church formation. 
Dissatisfaction with the ministry of the pastor that was biased toward personal evangelism 
gradually built up among church members. 
 
Confusion and Decline (1995 to 2006) 
A report in 1995 indicated that serious conflict occurred in the church.12 Members 
were dissatisfied by the pastor’s extreme commitment to personal evangelism and other 
evangelistic activities became apparent.13 At that time, the pastor publicly apologized for 
this, and promised to devote his energy to spiritual care for church members. However, it 
was only an empty promise. In 1998, core church members, led by the board of the church, 
again demanded that the pastor resign. The pastor publicly apologized again and it seemed 
that the problem was over without any further trouble. However, he did not change, and 
the dissatisfaction of the church members became uncontrolable. In March 2007, a 
no-confidence motion passed in the annual church general meeting, and he was dismissed. 
As this confusion continued for more than ten years, many members struggled in their 
faith and left the church. There was much pain and distrust among those who remained. 
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12 Ibid. 
 
13 These stories were verified by many church members including the board members. 
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Recovery (2007 to Present) 
For a while, the church continued without a full-time pastor; they then called a 
new senior pastor. The church has begun a new phase with new pastoral leadership. 
However, the old characteristics of the congregation, which were cultivated over a period 
of many years and should be changed, still remain in the church. The church is now 
seeking to develop into an authentic Christian community for the reign of God. 
 
Core Values 
It is thought that the core values of the Sakai-chuo MB Church are evangelism, 
worship and prayer, and church growth. Evangelism, in particular, accounts for a large 
part of the church’s activities. Each of these is examined in this section. 
 
Evangelism 
In the Sakai-chuo MB Church, evangelism is thought to be the first mission of the 
church, as is common in many pious, evangelical churches. The Sakai-chuo MB Church 
has been faithfully engaged in evangelistic activities. However, not all church members 
are necessarily supportive of these activities. In this case, evangelism means to preach the 
Gospel to unbelievers, to lead people to faith. In short, it aims at soul saving. The goal of 
evangelism is for people to be saved by believing in the name of Jesus. For this purpose, 
evangelistic activities have been carried out in a variety of ways such as distributing 
evangelistic leaflets, holding special evangelistic meetings, educational seminars, or 
concerts, and indirect evangelism like preschool and English conversation class. 
Although such evangelistic methods generated a certain level of results during the 
1980s, it has gradually become more difficult. Even though thousands of tracts are 
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distributed, there is little response. Few people gather for evangelistic meetings in which 
an evangelist directly preaches the Gospel message. If it is an indirect evangelistic 
meeting such as a music concert or an educational seminar, people gather to some extent. 
However, responses to the Gospel are infrequent, and few attendees in such meetings 
begin to seek Christ. Today, most attendees of the special church events are the families 
and friends of church members, and those who are not related to church members rarely 
join such special events because of leaflets and advertisements. This seems to be caused 
by a distrust for religion which is increasing among Japanese people. Evangelism based 
on relationships in everyday life is required. From 2007 to 2013, twenty-four people were 
baptized in the Sakai-chuo MB Church. The reason why they began to attend church was 
their family or friends were members. All of these new members had prior relationships 
with members of the church. I began to attend this church twenty-seven years ago through 
a tract that was distributed by one of the church members, and was eventually led to faith. 
Cases like this have been very rare in recent years. 
 
Worship and Prayer 
Faithfulness and eagerness in worship and prayer characterize the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church. There is a serious and pious atmosphere in worship services. It is rare for 
members to be absent from Sunday worship services even among those not highly 
committed to church activities. Except for unavoidable circumstances, many members 
give priority to attendance to Sunday services. However, some members go to church only 
to attend the service. They do not place high value on fellowship with others. It is also 
found that for many members’ attendance is for very legalistic reasons. 
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Church members are flexible in their forms of worship. There is no argument 
between traditional worship and contemporary worship as can be seen in many churches 
in North America. Not only traditional hymns, but contemporary worship songs are sung 
in the worship services. Church members seriously listen to the sermons given by the 
pastor. There is a spiritual thirst for seeking the Word of God. The Sakai-chuo MB Church 
is a church that loves God. 
 
Church Growth 
Church Growth Theory, led by Donald McGavran, is one of the most influential 
approaches to missiology in the twentieth century. His research should be positively 
evaluated because of its contribution to church growth in its era. McGavran tried to 
analyze the facts objectively regarding the spread of Christianity as a social phenomenon 
and identify the primary factors in church growth by focusing on social factors.14 
However, when social science was invoked in explaining church growth, an inadequate 
theology resulted. The Church Growth Movement was developed in a pragmatic direction 
of statistical logic and business management skills.15 
Many Japanese evangelical churches were greatly influenced by McGavran’s 
Church Growth Theory. It was thought that church growth was the goal, and every 
available means was used to achievement this purpose. The Sakai-chuo MB Church was 
strongly involved in the Church Growth Movement. The movement was reduced to 
practical methodology and the content was rarely inspected biblically. As a result, 
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15 Mitsuo Fukuda, ed., Senkyogaku Readings: Nihonbunka to Kiristikyo (Japan: RAC Network, 
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observable effects were regarded as most important, and the church has been inclined to 
pursue effectiveness rather than asking whether it is truth or not. The Sakai-chuo MB 
Church used to engage in ministries contributing to the needs of the local community such 
as a nursery school, English conversation class, and a parenting support class. However, 
since those activities were not effective evangelistic strategies in terms of getting more 
converts, they were closed. Though seeking effectiveness is not a problem, placing first 
priority on effectiveness is a problem. Too much focus on achieving good results misses 
the point of asking what a church primarily should be. 
 
Leadership 
Although the Sakai-chuo MB Church is a congregational church, the former pastor, 
Etou, exercised strong leadership. The church board has been well organized. However, 
the influence of the pastor has been reflected in most decision-making. It can be said that 
the church was pastor driven. 
 
Decision Making in the Church 
The pastor made most decisions in the church . For example, when a missionary 
requested to visit the church to share his/her mission activities and to also make a 
fundraising appeal, the usual process in MB churches in Japan was to discuss the matter in 
the church board and make a decision. However, in the Sakai-chuo MB Church the pastor 
made the decision without consultation. He reported it to the church board afterward, and 
no one complained. The constitution of the church still remains even though pastoral 
leadership has changed. Some church members still go to ask for permission from the 
pastor rather than from the board when they want to do something in the church. 
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In the past, there were few opportunities to talk together about the future direction 
and vision of the church involving the whole congregation. There is an annual church 
general meeting from January to March in MB churches. Plans for church activities and 
the church budget are discussed and approved. This is the most important meeting to 
determine the will of the church. Since members openly share their own opinions, these 
meetings usually continue for a couple of hours. However, the general meeting of the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church almost always finished in twenty or thirty minutes without any 
comments and questions from church members. They just automatically voted in favor of 
proposals from the church board. It was not because they had no opinions, but because 
there was an atmosphere in which they could not express their own opinions. 
After pastoral leadership was changed in 2007, a congregational meeting was held 
for the first time. It was not a meeting for decision-making, but a meeting in which church 
members could freely respond to the inquiries and proposals from the church board and 
express their own opinions. Members were divided into several small groups where they 
were able to talk comfortably. They shared their thoughts freely and actively in these 
small group settings. The various opinions shared in each group were also shared with all 
of the attendees. The church board discussed and integrated the opinions, and some were 
reflected in church activities for the next year. Congregational meetings are held a couple 
of times a year now. Many members actively participate in these meetings. Although they 
had their own opinions, they did not have opportunities to express them in the past. 
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Male Leadership 
Female leadership has been limited in MB churches in Japan. Female members 
were not allowed to be pastors, and members of church boards were male except for a few 
exceptions.16 In 2003, it was publicly affirmed that female members could be members of 
church boards in the Japan MB conference, and now female board members serve in most 
churches. The Japan MB conference is moving toward accepting female ministers.  
The Sakai-chuo MB Church has had limited female leadership. However, there are 
actually many mature and faithful female members who are suitable for church leadership. 
In the past they were not given appropriate positions and opportunities to serve in the 
church though they had the ability and resources to take leadership roles. Church leaders 
were selected only from male members even though female members were the numerical 
majority. In addition, some men who were quite inappropriate as Christian leaders were 
included on the church board. However, female members are included in the church board 
now. The current pastor is trying to establish plural leadership and lay leadership. Humble 
Christians who have the heart to serve people with willingness are included on the church 
board. The leadership of the church is changing. 
 
Experience of Community 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church, which has about one hundred members, is a big 
congregation compared to average Japanese congregations of twenty or thirty members, 
and owns a beautiful, large sanctuary with a large parking lot. It is a blessed congregation. 
The church is well organized, and church activities have been performed well. However, it 
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enough, female members could be the members of the church board. 
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is questionable whether the church has become a community, a Body of Christ. Though 
church members individually experience the living God, it seems that a consciousness of 
being a Christian community is missing. 
 
Emphasis on Personal Relationship with God 
As in other churches in the tradition of Pietism, building a personal relationship 
with God was emphasized in the Sakai-chuo MB Church. This is important; however, it is 
also important to build up the faith community by cooperating with a congregation of 
people who believe in Jesus, building up loving relationships with these people, and 
serving one another and the community around the church. This has not been taught as 
central in the Sakai-chuo MB Church. For example, only the relationship between God 
and the individual human being was discussed in the seeker’s class. Sometimes the pastor 
recommended that seekers should read particular Bible verses by changing the “we” that 
is written in the Bible to “I” to emphasize personal relationship with God. The former 
pastor led many people to faith through personal evangelism. Some of them had never 
been to the church or been seen by other church members until they received baptism. The 
pastor thought that believing in Jesus was important and that fellowship with church 
members was not always necessary if it did not promote the conversion experience.17 
Although the word “community” is emphasized among churches inheriting the 
Anabaptist faith tradition, the word was never used in the reports of the annual church 
general meeting of the Sakai-chuo MB Church until after the former pastor resigned. 
What was emphasized in the reports reinforced personal faith. For example, in the report 
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in 1986, personal goals and church goals for the year are described.18 The personal goals 
are to have daily devotions, family worship, Bible reading, attending prayer meetings, and 
tithing. The church goals are to let praise be rich in the Sunday services by the 
congregation, to build a new church building, and to increase the number of worship 
attendees. Almost the same goals are described in the report in 1988 too. In the yearly 
report, to deepen the fellowship of church members is added in the church goals. As one 
method to accomplish this goal, it was proposed that worship services should be held 
outside in a place like a park once during the year. 
 
Superficial Relationships with Other Members 
There have been various programs and activities to deepen the fellowship of 
church members. Among them are hiking, traveling, sports festivals, and barbeques. 
Those might be fun and meaningful events. However, even these good programs will not 
make relationships close. A culture in which it is not possible even to talk together without 
depending on programs seems to have been formed. 
If a church member attends the Sunday worship service and the Wednesday prayer 
meeting, engages in some ministries in the church, and tithes every month, he or she is 
considered to be living a healthy Christian life. Ordinary life outside of church life is not a 
matter of concern. However, that outside life really does matter. Since there are few 
opportunities to share life with one another, church members do not know the deeper life 
issues other members are experiencing. 
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Commuter Church 
Although the Sakai-chuo MB Church is not built in an inner-city area in Osaka, 
the church has characteristics of an urban church when examining its character. It is a 
so-called, “commuter church.” One of the characteristics of urban churches is that 
members are scattered over a broad area because of high transportation accessibility. 
Those who move from urban areas, where the land price was high, to suburbs attend the 
church from there. As the Sakai-chuo MB Church is built in an area where farmland was 
developed into a housing development and the population is increasing, the church is 
essentially different from an inner-city church. However, many of the members of the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church live in comparatively distant places from the church. 
Among active members of the church, only 19 percent live in neighboring areas 
around the church. More than 70 percent of the present members travel to the church by 
car. Compared with the Neyagawa MB Church, which is in a suburb of Osaka and is 
almost the same size as the Sakai-chuo MB Church, the difference is remarkable. More 
than 70 percent of members of the Neyagawa MB Church live in neighboring areas, 
which are within two kilometers of the church. Only 12 percent come to the church by car. 
These statistics show first, that, since many members live in different areas, they have few 
daily opportunities for fellowship. Second, since many members go to the church from 
distant areas, relationships with people in the local community where the church is located 
are shallow. 
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Opportunities and Obstacles for a New Small Group Ministry 
A small group ministry will be an effective means to help the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church grow as a community. Though many believers were added in the church in the 
past, some left the church soon after they were baptized. Small groups provide Christians 
fellowship to go on their faith journeys together. The small groups will provide spiritual 
benefits not only to new believers, but also to all church members who join the groups. 
The small groups will offer opportunities to grow as Christians, to serve one another, and 
the groups also become an arena to nourish new leaders. 
 
Follow Up with New Believers 
“Isolated Christians” should not exist. That is an oxymoron. However, the mission 
of the church produced many isolated Christians. They need a faith community to which 
they can belong in a practical manner. The church is a faith community. However, 
Christians cannot experience Christian community only by becoming church members or 
attending Sunday services. They experience the love of God and receive tangible 
encouragement and support through loving fellowship in small groups. 
 
Hunger for Connectedness 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, people surrounding the church are increasingly 
isolated and alienated from one another. On the one hand, people want to protect their 
privacy and do not want to be interfered with by others. On the other, they feel loneliness 
and begin to seek connections with others. This tendency also is observed in the church. 
Though the church is essentially a family of God, intimate relationships as in a true family 
have not been nurtured. Though church members have a desire to be connected with one 
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another more firmly, they do not know how they can accomplish that. Small groups will 
be able to embody their desire to be part of a true community. 
 
Resistance to Launching a New Ministry 
When the idea of a new small group ministry was introduced in a church meeting, 
most church members showed positive reactions. Every church member hopes that the 
church will become a community of love. Nobody opposes the idea of being more 
intimate with one another rather than in distant relationships. However, if the new 
ministry is seen as a new kind of program for church growth, some members will show 
resistance. The church used to try to install various programs that became popular such as 
The Church Growth Theory, Zone Worship by David Choe Yonggi, The Third Wave 
Movement, Cell Group Movement, and Saddleback Church Seminar. Without examining 
the theologies and philosophies behind each of these, only the techniques were easily 
adopted, and most programs were gone in several months. Therefore the new small group 
ministry will start unofficially with a small number of people (five to six) who are 
selected by the pastor rather than introducing the program to the whole congregation from 
the beginning. Then the ministry will gradually spread through the entire congregation.
 PART TWO 
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
43 
CHAPTER 3 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
This chapter will examine literature concerning the development of a new small 
group ministry. The first section discusses books by Gerhard Lohfink and Gareth 
Icenogle, which provide the theological and biblical foundations for Christian communal 
life. This chapter also shows legitimacy and necessity for a small group ministry. The 
next section discusses a book by Dallas Willard, examines the character and contents of 
discipleship and leadership to nurture the fellowship of small groups. Finally, the last 
section discusses books by Richard Peace and Scot McKnight, which explore the 
relational aspect of evangelism relevant to the small group ministry. 
 
Jesus and Community by Gerhard Lohfink 
In opposition to the individualistic Christianity of the West, Lohfink argues that 
God works through a visible, tangible, and concrete community that lives as a 
contrast-society in the world. Lohfink explains the individualistic understanding of the 
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reign of God that Adolf von Harnack delivered in his lectures and indicates that his 
individualistic theological position is influential in many forms and metamorphoses.1 
Lohfink argues that the reign of God needs people who are a sign of salvation; 
and God works through them. In Part One, “Jesus and Israel,” he makes it clear how 
much Jesus was concerned with the gathering and restoration of the people of God.2 In 
Part Two, “Jesus and his Disciples,” Lohfink clarifies how Jesus envisioned, more exactly, 
the Israel which he sought to gather—the true people of God.3 When Israel as a whole 
did not accept Jesus’ message, the circle of disciples acquired a new function.4 They 
were not a surrogate or replacement for Israel; rather they represented the whole of Israel. 
The disciples were an anticipation of what eschatological Israel should be.5 
Jesus understood the people of God, which he sought to gather, as a 
contrast-society. It is a community that forms its own sphere of life, a community in 
which one lives in a different way and treats others in a different way.6 In Part Three, 
“The New Testament Communities,” the author indicates through Acts and the Epistles 
how the community of disciples who believed in Jesus understood itself. This community 
understood itself as the true Israel, the eschatological people of God.7 Their 
self-understanding was manifested in their conduct and communal life of togetherness. 
                                                   
1 Gerhard Lohfink, Jesus and Community: The Social Dimension of Christian Faith (Philadelphia: 
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5 Ibid., 71. 
 
6 Ibid., 56. 
 
7 Ibid., 77. 
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Finally in Part Four, “The Ancient Church in the Discipleship of Jesus,” the author tries 
to show how the foundational reception of Jesus’ praxis of the reign of God continued 
beyond the New Testament communities into the age of the ancient Church.8 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church, as well as many other churches in Japan, inherits an 
individualistic understanding of the Church and salvation from Harnack and many others 
although the church strongly opposes his liberal theology. The Church becomes only a 
fraternal union of many individuals who are already saved as individuals through their 
faith in the Gospel. The Sakai-chuo MB Church lacks the consciousness of a community. 
This book makes it clear biblically how the Church should be. However, it does not 
indicate a concrete way to form such community. 
Though Lohfink regards the Twelve as a symbolic representation of Israel, as 
Icenogle insists, it should be thought of as a strategic reenactment of God’s primal pattern 
for humanity.9 God always has been working through small communities. A small group, 
which is a gathering of small numbers of people, can be an effective and powerful means 
to form one type of the community God seeks and to build the Body of Christ. Though 
this book does not mention small group ministry specifically, much of the content and 
matters discussed provide significant suggestions and hints about this type of ministry. 
For example, it shows the desirable quality of Christian fellowship in small groups. The 
small group that this paper is exploring is not a mere social gathering. Superficial and 
thin relationships cannot satisfy the goals of this ministry. The small group is a new 
                                                   
 
8 Ibid., 149. 
 
9 Gareth Weldon Icenogle, Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry: An Integrational 
Approach (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 119. 
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family of God by faith and a reconciling community, and takes responsibility for each 
other and bears each other’s burdens. Lohfink says that the courage to admonish others 
fraternally and the humility to let oneself be corrected are among the most certain signs 
of the presence of authentic community and of consciousness of community.10 This is 
one of the concrete goals of the small group. 
Lohfink claims that Paul intended that meaningful, constructive communication 
would occur in the liturgy. Paul wanted participants in the liturgy to wait for one another, 
greet one another, encourage one another, console one another, admonish one another, 
teach one another, and care for each other.11 This might seem to be too idealistic. 
However, it can happen in intentional small community. Lohfink also discusses 
leadership in the community gathering. The edification of the community assembled for 
liturgy is the task of all those assembled, not solely of the leader of the assembly.12 The 
leadership of small group is communal, not dictatorial.  
 
Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry by Gareth Weldon Icenogle 
The thesis of this book is to provide theological foundations for small group 
ministries and to demonstrate the biblical validity of small groups to build a real covenant 
community of God. Small groups have had a major influence on the growth of the 
Church in recent years. The Church of the 1990s was pursuing many kinds, styles, and 
formats of small group ministry. Icenogle writes, 
While the Christian world is increasingly bullish on small groups, the Christian 
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small group movement has experienced very little theological depth. Small groups 
still tend to be a program or technique for ministry rather than a call to return to 
the roots of the very nature of what God created humanity to be. The theological 
turning and rooting of small group ministry is the purpose of this book.13 
 
In Part One, “Old Testament Foundations for Small Group Ministry,” Icenogle 
examines the Old Testament for the basis of small group ministry. The Old Testament has 
no specific theology of small group community. However, there is much reflection on 
tribal community, marital community, familial community, and friendship.14 This Old 
Testament section is a brief survey of God’s struggle to create, re-create, and participate 
in the shalom of human community.15 
In Part Two, “Jesus’ Small Groups: Gospel Foundations for Small Group 
Ministry,” Icenogle examines the Gospels as the foundations for small group ministry. 
Jesus was the face, presence, and community of God incarnated on earth and drew others 
into intimacy with the Father as the Son in the Spirit.16 His mission was to demonstrate 
the nearness of God to alienated humanity. To do this he formed small group 
communities.17 The group of twelve disciples was not only a “symbolic” representation 
of Israel, but a strategic reenactment of God’s primal pattern for humanity.18  
In Part Three, “The Church as Multiple Groups: Apostolic Foundations for Small 
Group Ministry,” the author argues how post-resurrection Christian communities live in 
relation to small group ministry. The Emmaus Road is a post-resurrection paradigm of 
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life together with Jesus. He writes, “The smallest common denominator for small group 
ministry is where two people share life together around their personal faith experience 
with Christ, their reflections on Scripture, and their breaking of bread.”19 Wherever a 
small group comes together to explore the meaning and purpose of Jesus’ life, they 
discover that his life is present with them and between them as they share life together on 
the way.20 For Icenogle, small groups are not simply an effective option and strategy for 
church formation. He is convinced that a small group is the Church, and it is impossible 
to form true faith community without it. This ecclesiology based on small groups will be 
the clue to innovate institutional churches losing life and vitality.  
In Chapter 4 of this paper it is discussed that North American evangelicals tend to 
read the Bible through an individualistic and spiritualized lens and the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church inherits that lens. Icenogle encourages Christians to read the Bible and consider 
discipleship and church mission and activities through a community lens. For example, 
though the good soil in the parable of sowing seeds that Jesus taught is generally 
understood as the spiritual heart that has been well cultivated to accept the word of God 
obediently, Icenogle interprets it to say that a small discipleship group is the good soil.21  
Icenogle’s idea of the Lord’s Supper is a challenge.22 There are usually some 
non-Christians in Sunday services in many churches in Japan. However, they are not 
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allowed to participate in communion. Children also are excluded. Even though they 
believe in Jesus, they cannot take the bread and cup if they have not been baptized. 
Therefore some feel alienated. Pastors perform communion with consideration lest 
non-Christians feel alienated. It is thought that giving permission to participate in 
communion to those who do not understand the theological meaning lowers its value. 
However, the small group meetings will illuminate the biblical meaning of communion. 
When the meal is shared in the meeting, every participant, whether or not they are 
believers, shares the food together. Even though the meal might not be same as the ritual 
of communion, they share the meal by love in the presence of Christ, and both believers 
and unbelievers are able to experience the richness of the fellowship of the Body of 
Christ. Nobody feels alienation there. 
 
Renovation of the Heart by Dallas Willard 
The purpose of this book is to show Christians biblical and practical methods to 
grow toward holy living. The essential key is in Jesus himself and his teachings. Willard 
strongly argues for a renovation of the heart: “Accordingly, the greatest need you and I 
have—the greatest need of collective humanity—is renovation of our heart.”23 Since the 
spiritual dimension of humanity has taken a form, it also can be transformed. This is the 
only hope of humanity. Willard writes, “The revolution of Jesus is in the first place and 
continuously a revolution of the human heart or spirit.”24 If the human heart is renovated, 
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this world will be transformed.25 Then genuine transformation of the whole person into 
the goodness and power seen in Jesus, and his “Abba” Father—the only transformation 
adequate for the human self—remains the necessary goal of human life.26 Particularly, 
spiritual formation for the Christian basically refers to the Spirit-driven process of 
forming the inner world of the human self in such a way that it becomes like the inner 
being of Christ himself. Therefore Christians must focus entirely on Jesus in spiritual 
formation.27 As preparation for spiritual formation, Willard says two things. First is 
understanding and acknowledgement that the human soul is ruined. Willard affirms that 
there is little hope for genuine change in one who is without remorse, without the anguish 
of regret.28 Awareness of being lost or of a radical evil in heart, body, and soul is 
necessary. He writes, “Without this realization of our utter ruin and without the genuine 
revisioning and redirecting of our lives, which that bitter realization naturally gives rise to, 
no clear path to inner transformation can be found.”29  
Second, there must be an attitude of self-denial. Concerning this, he says that 
those who are not genuinely convinced that the only real bargain in life is surrendering to 
Jesus and his cause, abandoning all that they love to him and for him, cannot learn the 
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other lessons Jesus has to teach them.30 Willard also says that the basis of this confidence 
is in a strong experience of God’s all-sufficient presence in one’s life.31  
Though spiritual formation can only occur at the initiative and through the 
constant direction and upholding of God, or through grace, human action is needed. In 
the process the author suggests the acronym VIM as the necessary pattern.32 Vision (V) 
is to contemplate how life in the world ruled by God’s will continues forever, to partake 
in the work of God, and to live fully in the Kingdom of God as fully as possible in the 
here and now, not just in the hereafter. Intention (I) is to intend to live in the Kingdom of 
God as Jesus did, and to intend to follow the teachings and example of Jesus. Then the 
means (M), is found in the example and teachings of Jesus, in the Scriptures generally, 
and in his people.  
Spiritual formation occurs in the six basic aspects of human life that make up 
human nature. The six aspects are thought, feeling, will (spirit and heart), body, social 
context, and soul. In life under God the body serves the soul; the soul, the mind; the mind, 
the spirit; and the spirit, God. The life from above flows from God throughout the whole 
person, including the body and its social context.33 In the last chapter, he discusses 
spiritual formation in local churches. Willard asserts that spiritual formation into 
Christlikeness should be the exclusive primary goal of the local congregation.34 When 
spiritual formation occurs in the local church that will be the best witness to the world. 
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He concludes in the following words: “The best gift I can give them (people) is always 
the character and power of Christ in me and in others who really trust him.”35   
Willard argues that what the local church should do first is to be entirely devoted 
to the spiritual formation of those in attendance, to “the renovation of heart.”36 This is 
consistent with what this paper is aiming toward. The goal of the small group is to build 
up Christians and to form a community of the Lord’s disciples. The small group must not 
be mere fellowship to distract from loneliness or for personal enjoyment. It should always 
be affirmed in small group meetings that the goal is to grow up as a Christian and to 
contribute to the growth of other members as Christians. Willard emphasized the 
significance of spiritual formation in the local congregation though spiritual formation 
was mostly addressed at a personal level. However, he did not suggest concrete details on 
how to make this happen.  
Some Christians that are interested in spiritual formation might decide to start to 
engage in spiritual formation by reading a book like Renovation of the Heart and be 
inspired. However, the real difficulty about the spiritual formation process seems to be 
maintaining continuity. For example, though reading the Bible, prayer, and devotion are 
basic spiritual disciplines, many average Christians open the Bible during Sunday 
services at most, and Christians who are trying to do something toward their spiritual 
formation on a daily basis are very few. Though most Christians understand that it is 
important and want to keep doing what they should, they cannot do it. 
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The fellowship in the small faith community whose aim is to edify each other can 
encourage each other to continue such spiritual disciplines. The words of Ecclesiastes 
4:12, “Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three 
strands is not quickly broken,” testifies to the power of the fellowship of community. 
Spiritual formation, Willard argues, will be effective and realizable in small groups as 
intentional communities that are aiming at spiritual growth.  
Willard correctly explains, “We who follow Jesus must understand that a couple 
of hours per week of carefully calibrated distance in a church setting will be of little 
help.”37 Therefore small groups in which relationships of accountability can be shared 
with each other are really needed. He says, “Spiritual formation, good or bad, is always 
profoundly social. . . . Anyone who thinks of it as a merely private matter has 
misunderstood it.”38 He emphasizes the importance of marriage and family relationships 
in this discussion. However, presently, many Christian families have serious issues and 
broken families are increasing, new communities to help redeem such issues are required. 
The small group does not look down on blood family relationships. It can develop 
healthy relationships that help heal damaged family relationships.  
The spirituality of small group leaders is key in successful group activities. 
Leader training is addressed not only to instruct in methods of how to lead the small 
group, but also contributing to the spiritual growth of the leaders. This book will be a 
useful text for training leaders. The pastor picks short topics from the book in annual 
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leadership training meetings, and the leaders seek to grow as disciples of Jesus through 
discussing and thinking together. 
 
Conversion in the New Testament by Richard Peace 
Richard Peace attempts to investigate the nature of conversion from the point of 
view of the Apostle Paul’s conversion experience and that of Jesus’ twelve disciples, and 
the implications this has for the Church in its ministry of evangelism. These experiences 
provide two paradigms for conversion in the New Testament. Paul’s sudden conversion 
experience is often viewed as the standard model for modern conversion and for this 
reason Peace deals with it first in Part I of the book.39 He tries to describe adequately and 
fully what happened to Paul on the Damascus Road by examining three things: insight, 
turning, and transformation.40 
Insight is where the individual gains new understanding of both who she is and 
the nature of God. Paul was initially a persecutor of the Church. His assumption was that 
he was righteous before God in this persecution since Jesus was a false messiah. However, 
as the result of his encounter with Jesus, there was a significant shift in his understanding 
of who he was as a Jew trying to follow God.41 The second stage in Christian conversion 
involves turning based on insight that has been gained into one’s relationship to God. 
Conversion is not, however, simply turning away from the old. It is turning to Jesus.42 
Finally, a person on the road to conversion experiences transformation. Transformation 
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implies that the insight and act of turning requires a response. The response comes on two 
levels. First, immediate action is to be taken; and second, a long-term call is to be 
followed.43 
Part II, the largest portion of the book, is dedicated to the conversion experiences 
of the apostles and the nature of the Gospel of Mark.44 Peace argues: whatever change 
took place in their lives happened over time. It was not instantaneous, and it was not 
complete during the period of time they spent with Jesus. In fact, although Jesus spent an 
extended length of time with the disciples, patiently teaching them by word and deed, 
they repeatedly failed to grasp what he was trying to communicate. However, in the end 
they were transformed, as radically as Paul had been.45 In other words, unlike Paul, the 
apostles did not have a sudden conversion but a gradual one. In the structure of the 
Gospel of Mark the author argues for a structure that revolves around this process. Each 
section of the book shows how the followers of Jesus understood him in a new way: as a 
teacher, a prophet, the Messiah, the Son of Man, the Son of David, and the Son of God. 
Similarly to the Pauline form of conversion (insight, turning, and transformation), the 
apostles’ experience of conversion was defined by response, faith, and repentance. The 
main difference is their process was gradual instead of instant. 
Part III deals with practical applications. Peace devotes one chapter to encounter 
evangelism and two to process evangelism. The author details encounter evangelism 
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(mass media and personal) and critiques this mode for its staleness in the minds of 
Christians today.46 Referring back to the three-fold conversion, Peace articulates 
correctives to make encounter evangelism more effective and claims that it should be 
employed with, not against, evangelism as a process.47 Peace argues that process 
evangelism is a three-stage process of quest, commitment, and formation where the 
seeker is regarded as being on a spiritual pilgrimage. Using the Gospel of Mark as a 
model for process evangelism, Peace asserts that each name of Jesus reveals his nature 
and challenges spiritual pilgrims to respond.48 He concludes his work by observing that 
evangelism in America has often been shaped by cultural paradigms (military crusades 
and business models) rather than biblical ones, and offers readers four applicable 
practices of process evangelism.49 
As Peace argues, Paul’s conversion is presented as the standard model for 
Christian conversion, particularly in evangelical churches. Then the sign of conversion is 
to repent of sin and to receive Jesus as the one who saves from sin. When the sign is 
validated, the person is supposed to have converted. Although it is surely a big decision, 
it is only the start of a spiritual journey. It is necessary for Japanese Christians who do not 
have a biblical background to understand conversion not as a point, but as a line, namely 
a process. Some people need several years or even several decades to make a decision to 
be baptized. Taking a long time to be baptized is not considered a positive, however, they 
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are thought to be on a faith journey in process conversion. Those who have been baptized 
tend to think that they are already alright. However, they should know that they are only 
in process and have not yet obtained maturity (Phil 3:12). This understanding gives 
awareness and motivation that they need to grow. Small groups will be ideal 
environments for process evangelism as the author says.50 It provides the opportunity for 
those who are further along in their pilgrimages to assist those who are just beginning. 
Small groups are conducive to growth since at their center are care and community.  
 
The King Jesus Gospel by Scot McKnight 
The purposes of this book are to reconsider the Gospel taught in the Church, to 
encourage rediscovery of the original Gospel that Jesus proclaimed and, then, 
reconstruction of the Church. A survey reports that few evangelical Christians who 
decided to believe in the Gospel when they were teens continue to live as faithful 
followers of Jesus. Scot McKnight understands that one of the main causes of their 
dropping away is the content of the Gospel taught and preached today. In Chapter 1, 
McKnight asks the question, “What is the Gospel?”51 He suggests that the Gospel is 
distorted. In Chapter 2, McKnight indicates that evangelicals (as a whole) are not really 
“evangelical” in the sense of the apostolic Gospel, but instead they are soterians.52 Their 
emphasis on the call to personal faith has created a “salvation culture.”53 Salvation 
                                                   
50 Ibid., 334-336. 
 
51 Scot McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel: The Original Good News Revisited (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2011), 23. 
 
52 Ibid., 29. 
 
53 Ibid., 30. 
58 
culture has replaced authentic Gospel culture. A salvation culture does not require church 
membership or a decision to become a disciple of Jesus. 
In Chapter 3, he, to set the stage for defining the Gospel, explains four big 
categories: the story of Israel/the Bible, the story of Jesus, the plan of salvation, and the 
method of persuasion.54 He questions whether the plan of salvation and the method of 
persuasion are highly emphasized in the understanding of the Gospel among evangelical 
churches today. According McKnight, the word “Gospel” belongs to one and only one of 
the four sets of terms, and this is the story of Jesus as the resolution of Israel’s Story.55  
Then, in Chapter 4, McKnight demonstrates his understanding of the Gospel from 
1 Corinthians 15. In Chapter 5, he explores the historical turning point when salvation 
culture replaced the Gospel culture. He discovered that it was the Reformation in the 
sixteenth century, and concludes: “This is perhaps all, if not more than, we need for our 
point, which is that the ‘gospel culture’ that ruled the church from the time of Jesus to the 
Reformation and which was shaped and built on 1 Corinthians 15, was reshaped during 
the Reformation—for mighty good reasons I might add—into a salvation culture.”56 
In Chapter 6, the author answers the question: “Why are the first four books of the 
New Testament called ‘the Gospel?’” His answer is that the four Gospels tell the same 
Gospel story, and the Gospels and the Gospel are one.57 In Chapter 7, McKnight deals 
with the question: “Did Jesus preach the Gospel?” The question is actually more refined: 
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“Did Jesus preach that he was the completion of Israel’s Story?”58 This new question 
shifts the entire focus from the benefit of salvation that people experience to the person 
who himself is the Good News.59  
In Chapter 8, McKnight argues that the apostolic Gospel was framed in such a 
way that the story was centered on and revolved around Jesus. In Chapter 9, he makes 
clear the centrality of Jesus in the Gospel by means of comparing the task of evangelism 
today to that in the time of Peter and Paul. Finally in Chapter 10, McKnight offers some 
concrete proposals to reestablish a Gospel culture. The first is to become people of the 
story.60 Becoming immersed even more into the story of Jesus is another.61 The third is 
to see how the apostles’ writing takes the story of Israel and the story of Jesus into the 
next generation and into a different culture, and how this generation led to the current 
generation.62 Next is to counter the stories that bracket our story and that reframe our 
story. Finally, embracing this story so that we are saved and can be transformed by 
participation in the Gospel story.63  
McKnight argues that the main reason why many people who decided to believe 
in Jesus no longer live as disciples of Christ is that the Gospel has been minimized. What 
he is claiming is found at the Sakai-chuo MB Church. The Gospel message that has been 
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taught in the Sakai-chuo MB Church is indeed the irreducible minimum Gospel.64 This 
Gospel is about the salvation of the soul, and it does not motivate believers to live as 
disciples of Christ on the earth. It is indispensable to build a Gospel culture in order to 
form a community of disciples of Christ; a disciple community is indispensable to build 
the Gospel culture. The Gospel becomes tangible and concrete in a small community in 
which people can build intimate relationships.  
The small group can provide the best environment in order to build a Gospel 
culture. This does not mean that Gospel culture can automatically be built only if a small 
number of Christians get together. The centrality of Jesus must be held fast in fellowship. 
While sharing their individual stories in the group gathering, members should be aware of 
the story of Jesus. For this purpose, this book gives some good ideas. The Sakai-chuo MB 
Church does not often use the liturgical calendar though the author recommends it as one 
means to build a Gospel culture in the Church. For example, it might be a meaningful 
experience to wash each other’s feet in small groups on Maundy Thursday. 
McKnight indicates that the Gospel is minimized in evangelical churches today. 
This is a reasonable claim. However, it seems that it will take a lot of time for the average 
Japanese person who does not have any biblical background and knowledge to believe in 
the Gospel according to the author’s approach. Though McKnight gives some valuable 
suggestions on how to rebuild a Gospel culture in the Church, it seems that he gives few 
suggestions on how to lead non-believers to faith in Christ. Though it does not seem that 
the Four Spiritual Laws of Campus Crusade for Christ, which is a typical simplified 
Gospel, is adequate for Japanese mission, some kind of practical demonstrations of the 
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Gospel will be necessary for average Japanese to enter into faith, but without damaging 
the heart of the Gospel. The important thing is to present the Gospel as a holistic, rather 
than a narrow-minded Gospel just concerned with saving the soul after death.
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CHAPTER 4 
THE THEOLOGY OF THE CHURCH 
 
Chapter 4 will provide insight into the theological context of the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church. The chapter will identify the character and strengths that define the church as an 
Anabaptist congregation, highly influenced by evangelicalism and dispensational 
fundamentalism, and also European Pietism. It will discuss weakness of its ecclesiology 
in terms of becoming a disciple-making congregation. The chapter will then explore how 
this proposed new small group ministry might support the church to become a 
disciple-making community. 
 
The Character of the Church: Evangelical Anabaptist Tradition 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church is the fruit of the overseas mission of the North 
American MB General Conference. Therefore the faith of members of the Sakai-chuo 
MB Church is strongly influenced by the theology of the North American MB General 
Conference of those days. The Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary, operated by the 
North American MB General Conference, shifted its theological base to Anabaptism from 
dispensationalism in the 1960s. However, most of the early MB missionaries
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supported evangelicalism and dispensational fundamentalism, and also were influenced 
by pietism. These theological tendencies can be seen in the faith of today’s JMBC. 
 
A High View of the Bible: Faithful Biblical Study 
The first article of the Church Constitution and Rules of the JMBC says, “The Old 
and New Testaments are inspired literally in the original texts, and are the infallible word 
of God. Therefore the Bible is the supreme ultimate authority in everything in faith and 
deed.”1 Placing this high value on the Bible is a notable feature of both evangelicalism 
and Anabaptism. This was not a mere slogan, but emphasized in actual church life. 
Inspecting the past records of the general church meetings of the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church, it is listed as a goal to read through the Bible at least once a year. The personal 
Christian life of each believer and the public life of the church should be based on the 
Bible. It has always been asked whether it is biblical or not when Christians do or do not 
do something. The Bible is the spiritual foundation of the Christian life. It is an important 
tradition for Japanese MB congregations to always listen to, learn from, and be familiar 
with the Word of God. However, the reality is that for many Christians the Bible is 
actually relegated to a corner of real daily life. It is thought that few Christians read the 
Bible regularly. The number of those who try to put Scripture into practice is even fewer. 
Though most Christians take it for granted that Christians always read the Bible and live 
according to it, many feel this is difficult to put into practice. 
 
 
                                                   
1 The Church Constitution and Rules of the Japan Mennonite Brethren Conference. 
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Separation from the World: Seeking Holiness 
Jesus prayed to the Heavenly Father that his followers would be sanctified from 
the world even though they were in the world, and would be protected from the evil one 
(Jn 17:14-18). John Redekop explained the characteristics of Anabaptism in the MB 
magazine, The Christian Leader: “The community of the transformed belongs to the 
kingdom of God. It functions in the world but is radically separate from the world. The 
faithful pilgrim church sees the world as an alien environment with thoroughly different 
ethics, values and goals.”2 It is thought that the Anabaptist idea of separation from the 
world was strengthened by pietism. To avoid drinking, smoking, and worldly 
entertainment, and nonparticipation in pagan traditional events were taught as specific 
applications of separation from the world in Japan. Such instructions contributed to 
freeing Japanese Christians from the powerful connections of existing traditional 
communities (ketsuen, chien, shaen) and enhancing their solidarity as God’s family in the 
Church. However, those teachings also led them to be isolated in Japanese society. 
 
Exclusive Emphasis on Evangelism and Church Growth 
According to a report to the MB mission administration in 1997 by sociologist 
and missiologist Robert Lee, the JMBC showed the most successful numerical growth 
among Mennonites in Japan. Lee writes, 
Today, the Mennonite denominations in Japan have 79 churches and meeting 
places with about 3600 members, scattered from the southern most island of 
Kyushu to the northern most island of Hokkaido. Of these, the Mennonite 
Brethren, located in the middle of the nation, account for more than half (56%) of 
the Mennonites in Japan and have the largest congregations. COM (General 
Conference of Mennonites), primarily in Kyushu, has 17 churches with 800 
                                                   
 
2 John H Redekop, “What is Anabaptism Anyway?” The Christian Leader (November 1996): 12. 
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members; MBM (Mennonite Board of Mission), entirely in Hokkaido, has 21 
churches and 500 members; the BIC (Brethren in Christ), originally located in 
Yamaguchi Prefecture, has 7 churches and 200 members, and Tokyo Area 
Fellowship of Mennonite Churches (MBM/COM) has 6 churches and over 100 
members.3 
 
The MB missionaries decided to initiate their mission activities in the Kansai 
(Osaka) area. Since Osaka, the second largest city in Japan, had less missionaries than 
Japan’s largest city, Tokyo, they could concentrate on church planting in a small area with 
a heavy population without the missionary competition that characterized Tokyo, whereas 
the missions of other Mennonites, COM, MBM, and BIC went to under-populated, rural, 
and unchurched areas: Kyushu, Hokkaido, and Yamaguchi. One of the reasons that MB 
work was more successful was a decision to work in a modern, heavily populated area 
and to concentrate the mission field in this small area.4 
What distinguished MB work from other Mennonite missions was that from the 
beginning MB churches were highly integrated with strong polity.5 Among Mennonite 
churches, only the MB church used the term kyodan (denomination), whereas the others 
used terms denoting a conference or in the case of the Tokyo churches, an association 
(translated as “fellowship”). The strong polity of the MB church enabled the 
denomination to mobilize its resources for its primary goal - evangelism.6 The MBs, both  
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4 Ibid., 4. 
 
5 Ibid., 5. 
 
6 Ibid. 
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Japanese and missionaries, have described their integration or self-identity as “Mennonite 
Brethren and evangelistic, but not Anabaptist.”7 
Although Mennonites from Hokkaido to Kyushu regularly participated in the 
programs of the Anabaptist Center in Tokyo, the MBs have consistently refused to 
participate, unless a program was focused explicitly on evangelism. In the past, the 
reason given for non-participation was that evangelism had such a high priority that 
Anabaptist studies, peace, and social concerns issues were irrelevant. MBs in Japan have 
been uninterested in issues other than evangelism.8 
Increasing the number of church members and becoming rich in church resources 
are good things and blessings from God. However, they are not the purpose and goals of 
the Church. The Church exists for God and the world, and it is not necessarily important 
that the Church become rich financially and the number of the church members increase. 
Lesslie Newbigin argues that the New Testament furnishes little evidence of interest in 
numerical growth except for several verses in Acts.9 Paul also does not show any interest 
in the size of the church and church growth. His primary concern is with their faithfulness, 
with the integrity of their witness (Rom 15:16-19; 1 Pt 3:15-16). There is no evidence of 
anxiety about or enthusiasm for rapid growth. In no sense does the triumph of God’s 
reign seem to depend upon the numerical growth of the Church.10 
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8 Ibid. 
 
9 Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Mission (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1995), 125. 
 
10 Ibid. 
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As Newbigin suggests, when numerical growth is taken as the criterion of 
judgment on the Church, it is transported with alarming ease into the world of the 
commercial sales campaign.11 When the Church Growth Movement adopts social 
science and utilizes management and business theories with a pragmatic view of 
evangelism and church formation, a lack of theology tends to occur. In the process, the 
ecclesiology that should have been the foundation of the Church Growth Theory was not 
established, and biblical interpretation was lacking in rigor. The effects observed in 
reality were emphasized, and deep discernment of theological meaning was not made. 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church was inclined to seek effectiveness rather than truth-ness. 
Since the church put too much focus on good results, it did not pay much attention to the 
true nature of the church. The number of church members and the amount of income 
became an indicator judging the health of the church. 
 
The Weakness of Sakai-chuo Ecclesiology 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church is one of the largest and fastest growing churches in 
the JMBC. However, this growth is merely an increase in numbers, and the church has 
many problems in terms of growth as the Body of Christ. As mentioned above, although 
many people were led to salvation in Christ and baptized, many left the church soon after. 
The matter of ecclesiology is largely related to this situation. 
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Disconnect from the Surrounding Communities 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, only 19 percent of church members live within 
walking distance (two kilometers) of the Sakai-chuo MB Church, and there are 4,932 
households in the Higashimozu junior high school section, where the church is located.12 
Only six households belong to church members (0.12 percent). More than 80 percent of 
church members belong to other local communities. Some originally lived in distant 
places from the church and were led to the church, while some members moved to areas 
away from the church after they became members. Some church members often say that 
they want the neighbors of the church to be led to salvation in Christ. However, few have 
relationships with these neighbors. The church has planned evangelistic meetings and 
concerts for the neighborhood and distributed leaflets introducing such events. This is 
because it has been taught that salvation of the soul is the most urgent and important 
mission of the Church. However, for the people in the neighborhood, these are not 
actually activities for them, but for the church. Such evangelistic activities should be 
called impersonal involvements, which are not based on human relationships. Since there 
are few relationships and little fellowship between these neighbors and church members, 
the church knows nothing about who lives around the church and what they need. The 
church means almost nothing to the surrounding community, and even if it were suddenly 
gone, few neighbors would even notice. Sadly, the church is just part of the landscape for 
the people in the neighborhood. 
The church image is not of the church as a congregation of believers, but a 
religious institution with commercial facilities. Human relationships do not connect 
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people to the church. People look for something religious, something that is a desired 
commodity for them. In this case, who the people in the church are is not important. This 
is the same thing that happens when people go shopping in malls. Human relationships 
with the store clerks do not matter. Evangelistic leaflets are like product catalogs, and if 
people find something they want in the leaflet, they come to the church. However, it is 
not surprising that these days even though ten thousand leaflets are distributed, no one 
comes to church. They have no interest. 
 
Too Narrow a View of the Gospel 
McKnight makes an interesting comment in The King Jesus Gospel, exploring the 
original Gospel that Jesus proclaimed: “The irony here is obvious: the term we use to 
define ourselves (gospel/euangelion) does not define us, while the word that does define 
us (seteria or “salvation”) we do not use to describe ourselves. We ought to be called 
seterians (the saved ones) instead of evangelicals.”13 As McKnight argues, it seems that 
most Japanese evangelical Christians identify the Gospel of Jesus as soul salvation and a 
guarantee enabling them to go to heaven after death. The Gospel that has been taught in 
the Sakai-chuo MB Church is just that. Such a Gospel, he indicates, does not require 
Christians to be disciples of Jesus. What matters is who is in or who is out.  
Mark Baker points out the reason why the Gospel is not understood biblically, but 
understood with a narrow meaning. He writes, 
North American evangelicals tend to read the Bible through an individualistic and 
spiritualized lens. Built into this lens is the idea that future-individual-salvation of 
                                                                                                                                                       
12 Sakai City Naka-ku Community Project Promotion Committee Secretariat, Naka-ku 
Machi-Zukuri Karte (Sakai: Sakai City, 2012), 22. 
 
13 McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel, 29. 
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the soul is the center of Christianity. The lens causes many evangelicals to 
interpret all else in relation to this center. At times it will bend or change more 
corporate- or justice-oriented aspects of the Bible into individual and spiritual 
terms. For instance, rather than seeing their individual salvation as part of a larger 
theme, like the kingdom of God, people attempt to understand the kingdom of 
God as a subcategory of individual salvation. They might only equate the 
kingdom of God within heaven or as something within the individual Christian. 
What cannot be brought into line with the central theme individual salvation is 
left as optional or secondary in the Christian like. As long as this lens is in place, 
much of the biblical holistic gospel will either be spiritualized, rejected or 
considered an appendix to the gospel.14 
 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church inherits an individualistic and spiritualized lens. As a result, 
the understanding of the Gospel the Church had has brought about a negative attitude 
toward social activities and has hindered the development of rich relationships of 
interdependence and mutual aid in the covenant community—the Body of Christ. 
 
Solo Pastoral Leadership: Underdeveloped Lay Leadership 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church is the pastor’s church. The pastor is central. This is 
not a unique case, but common in Japan. In many Japanese churches most of the main 
ministries are completely controlled by the pastor. Without a pastor, the church cannot 
fulfill the essential ministries of the church. This is very clear in the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church. There are many faithful church members, but they really only assist the pastor. 
John Stott identifies three wrong models of the relationship between the pastor 
and church members that actually emerged in church history. These are clericalism, 
anticlericalism, and dualism. He explains: 
Clericalism means the clerical domination of the laity by the clergy. This idea 
identifies clergy with the church. And it is thought that the clergy are superior and 
laity are subordinate. . . . Clericalism is not only expressed in dominance through 
knowledge, position or exclusive right (as in sacramental ministry). It often gets 
                                                   
14 Mark Baker, Religious No More: Building Communities of Grace and Freedom (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 57. 
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expressed as disdain for the laity as unreliable, incompetent and unavailable. . . .  
The spirit of anticlericalism is to despise the clergy and to behave as if they did 
not exist. Historically, it was current abuses which led both Quakers and Christian 
Brethren to dispense with an ordained ministry altogether, although both preserve 
some kind of oversight corporately exercised over the local meeting or assembly 
by its acknowledged leaders. . . . Dualism is a kind of compromise to avoid the 
extremes of clericalism and of anticlericalism. We are to hold that clergy and laity 
have both received a divine vocation, though a different one, that each party has 
its own sphere, that we must delineate their territories carefully and avoid all 
trespass. They say that they could have a good constructive relationship if clergy 
and laity cooperate with each other while respecting the other’s territory.15 
 
The Sakai-chuo MB Church is basically congregational, though the leadership of 
the pastor is dominant. Therefore the characteristic of the leadership of the Sakai-chuo 
MB Church seems to be close to the third model. Until a decade ago, female members 
could not assume leadership positions in most MB churches in Japan. The church board 
of the Sakai-chuo MB Church consisted only of male members. They were usually busy 
with their jobs and the time that they could use for church service was limited. Therefore 
they had no alternative but to depend on the pastor. The pastor also could protect his 
territory. They shared mutual interests in maintaining this arrangement. Little effort to 
foster lay leadership was made. This is relevant to the following topics. 
 
Under-emphasis on Discipleship 
A narrow understanding of the Gospel, as was indicated in the former section, 
provided little motivation to become disciples of Christ. The pastor at the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church had a consuming passion for evangelism, which meant leading non-Christians to 
salvation and winning converts. When performing a baptismal ceremony, the people 
being baptized are always admonished that baptism is not the goal of the Christian life, 
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but the beginning. However, for all practical purposes, it became the real goal. Though 
Christians can get good spiritual care from the pastor while they are seekers, they 
suddenly lose such careful spiritual care after baptism. 
This does not mean that discipleship-training programs never have been 
performed in the Sakai-chuo MB Church. Actually, equipping Christians as faithful 
disciples of Jesus has often been emphasized. However, there was a problem in the 
definition of “a disciple of Jesus.” A disciple of Jesus, in the Sakai-chuo MB Church, was 
a Christian who shared the saving Gospel with other people and could lead them to 
conversion through personal evangelism. Becoming a disciple of Jesus was deeply related 
to one particular spiritual gift and service. As a result, the majority of church members 
who do not share these gifts and services are not interested in becoming a disciple of 
Jesus. Some members are also adverse to the word “discipleship.” 
Some dedicated believers seek sanctification in order to be a disciple of Jesus. 
However, sanctification in this case means a private spirituality that seeks inner holiness, 
which is experienced by cutting off relationship between the person and society. That 
kind of sanctification is lacking in the social context that Willard argues for in Renovation 
of the Heart.16 This seems to be caused by a lack of consciousness of community. 
 
Lack of a Sense of Community 
The word community was never used in reports of the general church meetings of 
the Sakai-chuo MB Church until after the former pastor resigned. Faith was understood in 
an individualistic manner. Personal relationship between God and oneself has a high 
                                                   
16 Willard, Renovation of the Heart, 179-198. 
73 
value in this understanding. Christians only go to church to worship God, and 
relationship with other Christians is not emphasized. Salvation from sin and going to 
Heaven is critical. Fellowship tends to be thought of as social events to enjoy, and each 
church member is careful to keep an adequate distance from other members. This is 
because it will be hard to attend the church if relationships with other members become 
difficult. Some church members do not have any fellowship with other members at all. 
They think that they do not need to have fellowship with other Christians if they have a 
good relationship with God. Christopher Wright comments on this: 
We tend to start with individuals who need to have their sin problem dealt with. 
The cross is the answer to that individual problem, so that you can be saved and 
go to heaven. Meanwhile, you need fellowship and company on the way to 
heaven, and that’s what the church is for, so you’d better join one. As for the 
world out there, we have to live in it until we get to heaven, but we should not get 
too obsessed with it, since only what is “heavenly” really counts.17 
 
Though baptism and the Lord’s Supper were originally community events, both 
are apt to be viewed as private spiritual experiences. Baptism is important only in the 
sense that individuals make confession of their faith in God publicly. The congregation is 
a mere audience who observes the spiritual event. This is also true of the Lord’s Supper. 
The community is hardly thought of in the Lord’s Supper. Individuals examine the inner 
self before God, and they repent and beg forgiveness from God if necessary. After that, 
they participate in the bread and the cup. 
Though members gather together in the church almost every Sunday, greet one 
another, and exchange a few words, they know little about each other’s job, family, 
anxieties, or other personal problems. Some members stop coming to the church and their 
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names are soon erased from the church member list. However, few members are aware of 
this and are sorry about it. The rich fellowship that the early Church used to experience 
should be recovered. 
 
An Alternative Church Model: A Disciple-making Community 
A church is a community of the disciples of Jesus. The Sakai-chuo MB Church 
with most other MB churches in Japan has underestimated the importance of ecclesiology, 
focusing instead on numerical church growth. Though many people were added to the 
congregation, they did not have enough opportunities to be equipped as disciples of 
Christ and lacked awareness of community. Jesus commanded the disciples, “Go and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them . . . and teaching them to obey everything I 
have commanded you” (Mt 28:19-20). Jesus called people to imitate his lifelong 
commitment to God. Discipleship involves not only following Jesus in personal 
commitment to him and demonstrating true faith through an obedient lifestyle, but also 
uniting in a faith community with other believers and growing up together into Christ 
through spiritual disciplines (Eph 4:12-16; 1 Thes 5:11).  
Sakai-chuo MB Church was a pastor-driven church and the center of mission was 
the pastor. The gifts and ministries of lay members were secondary. Sakai-chuo MB 
Church has lost its original nature, mission, and image as an authentic Church of Christ. 
For a church that is part of the Believers’ Church tradition, ecclesiology is especially 
important in defining the identity of the group. Sakai-chuo MB Church needs to 
rediscover the rich spiritual and biblical heritage of the Mennonite Brethren concerning 
the nature of the Church. Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen explains the ecclesiology of the 
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free-church tradition in his An Introduction to Ecclesiology. Particularly, several features 
should be reconsidered for the Sakai-chuo MB Church. 
 
The Church as a Community of the Bible 
Anabaptists are well known as people of the Bible. Kärkkäinen writes, “They 
(Anabaptists) were also rigorously obedient to the Bible. Scripture was the supreme 
authority for Anabaptists.”18 Following this tradition, the Sakai-chuo MB Church has set 
great value on the Bible. Periodic Scripture reading has always been emphasized. It has 
been taught that even laity without theological education, since the Holy Spirit has been 
given, can understand the words of the Bible correctly and receive directly the leading of 
God with the help of the Holy Spirit. However, the Bible should be read not only by each 
individual Christian, but together in a faith community. Kärkkäinen explains this:  
Anabaptists also insisted that whoever has made the commitment to obedience 
and has the Spirit can read Scripture with understanding. Furthermore, far from 
being individualistic, they emphasized the importance of the community for the 
right understanding of revelation; namely, the Spirit was operative in the church 
even though the opponents highly doubted it. This, of course, made the common 
people supreme Bible interpreters in a more concrete way even than in the 
mainline Reformation.19 
 
There was little consciousness of the importance of the community in terms of 
understanding the Bible in Sakai-chuo MB Church. The Bible has been interpreted 
personally. The primary role in the work of interpretation of the Bible belonged to pastors 
and theologians. Theology was practiced only by a few experts. As Alan Roxburgh insists, 
“Theology must move out of the academic ivory towers and into the local places where 
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19 Ibid. 
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we live, eat, work, and do business.”20 Interpretation of Scripture is the work of the Holy 
Spirit within the community of believers. Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit would lead 
Christians into all truth (Jn 16:13). Christ’s followers, guided by the Holy Spirit, enter 
into active dialogue with others in the Christian community and discover that God reveals 
the truth, giving people confidence to live in challenging, changing times.21 Christians 
need a small community to share their Christian lives based on reading the Bible together. 
Small groups provide an appropriate environment for this. In this small community 
Christians read and learn the Bible together, apply what they learn to their lives, and then 
they share the work of God that they experienced in their faith lives. They are a 
hermeneutic community. 
 
The Church as Servants Community 
Disciples of Jesus are marked by a servant lifestyle. Jesus said, “The Son of Man 
did not come to be served, but to serve” (Mk 10:45). He lived his life in service of others 
and taught his disciples to serve one another (Jn 13:1-15). Serving is a characteristic of a 
disciple of Christ. All believers have received the Holy Spirit (Rom 8:9), and gifts by the 
Spirit for ministry in the Church and in the world (1 Cor 12-14; Eph 4:11-16; Rom 
12:3-8). These gifts are to be exercised to nurture and strengthen the entire Church. 
One of the most distinctive emphases of the Free Church ecclesiologies has been 
an insistence on the gifting of each believer for ministry as equal partners.22 In this 
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tradition, members of the Church, including women and people with little or no education, 
have had the opportunity to participate in all kinds of services.23 Most of the first 
disciples of Jesus were unschooled and ordinary people. This fact surprised Jewish 
officials (Acts 4:13). The Church is the body of living Christ composed of many different 
members united together. Each member is necessary to the others and to the growth of the 
whole. As a priest, every believer has direct and immediate access to God through Jesus 
Christ (1 Pt 2:4-10). Christians do not need any human professional mediator like a pastor. 
If they damage their relationship with God, and cannot restore it by themselves, their 
brothers or sisters in Christ may help to bring them back to the presence of God. In small 
groups, Christians can serve one another in this way. 
 
The Church as a Covenant Community 
God called Abraham to leave his own country and kin in order to be given another 
country and family in order to be made a great people through whom all peoples on earth 
would be blessed (Gn 12:1-3). This covenant was confirmed to Abraham several times; 
through his descendants all nations of the earth would be blessed (Gn 22:17-18). The 
Church is also the people called by God (Rom 1:6-7). The true descendants of Abraham 
are all who believe in Christ. They are the people of God, God’s covenant community. 
Paul explains this in Romans 4 and Galatians 3. The privileges of Israel belong to all who 
believe in Christ. Abraham is their father (Rom 4:12); they are his heirs (Gal 3:29); they 
are the children of the promise (Gal 4:28); they are the elect (Rom 8:33); they are the 
beloved (Rom 1:7); they are the children, the sons of God (Rom 8:16; Gal 3:26). 
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Kärkkäinen describes the brotherly love that Menno Simons identified as one of 
the marks of a true church. He says, “Menno’s second mark of the true church, brotherly 
love, was also a concern for other Reformers, but in the radical wing this characteristic 
took more concrete ecclesiological form. Brotherly love belonged to each disciple’s 
lifestyle as she or he followed the Master.”24 Though brotherly love is universal, it is 
practiced primarily in the fellowship of a faith community.25 The Church is a covenant 
community. This community is characterized by corporate worship, mutual aid, 
fellowship, and mutual accountability. They make themselves accountable to each other 
in personal, spiritual, family, moral, business, and ethical areas. These can be practiced 
concretely in the fellowship of a small community where the baptismal commitment to 
“give and receive counsel” become a reality. 
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CHAPTER 5 
THE THEOLOGY OF THE SMALL GROUP MINISTRY INITIATIVE 
 
Chapter 5 will provide the theological, biblical, and practical justifications for 
small group ministry at the Sakai-chuo MB Church. It will first examine the theological 
foundations from an Anabaptist perspective. It will then explore biblical foundations, 
before analyzing one case study about small group ministry in Japan. 
 
Theological Foundations from the Anabaptist Faith Tradition 
Early Anabaptists believed that discipleship and the life of faith essentially took 
place in community. It is impossible to separate the individual’s spiritual health from 
community, nor the community’s health from the participation of all individuals. The 
Body of Christ was a theological truth expressed daily in their practices of communal life.  
 
Christian Baptism: Incorporation into the Community of Faith 
In the commentary on the Confession of Faith of the Mennonite Brethren in North 
America, the meaning of baptism, especially the relationship between baptism and 
discipleship, is explained: 
Baptism is a very important act in the New Testament. The Great Commission 
highlights its significance. The only command in the commission is to “make 
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disciples of all nations.” The command is defined by two explanatory phrases, 
“baptizing them” and “teaching them to obey everything I have commanded” 
(Matt. 28:19-20). Discipling involves baptizing and teaching. Why baptism? 
Because baptism means death to the past, cleansing from sin, and incorporation 
into a new community of faith. People cannot be discipled apart from their 
liberation from the bonds of the past and their recentering in a new community of 
faith. The missionary assignment given the church by Christ is to disciple people 
by baptizing them and instructing them to observe the teachings of Jesus.1 
 
To be baptized is a prerequisite to be a disciple of the Lord. This is because baptism 
means incorporation into a faith community believing in Jesus. Those who separate from 
the life of the community cannot be disciples of the Lord. 
Roman 6:3, Galatians 3:27, and 1 Corinthians 12:13 define baptism as 
incorporation. Roman 6:3 and Galatians 3:27 describe baptism as “into Christ.” The MB 
commentary says, “The phrase means incorporation into the community of which Jesus is 
the head, not only the initiation of a mystical union with Christ, or an individual 
relationship with him.”2 Baptism is not only an individual and internal event, but a 
community event. Baptism in 1 Corinthians 12:13 is also described as “into one body.” 
One body means the Church. And the Church is the body of which Christ is the head. 
Therefore baptism means to become part of the people of whom Christ is the head. 
Even with understanding the biblical and spiritual meaning of baptism, no one can 
experience spiritual reality and abundance without a body to belong to. However, the 
community of a whole local congregation is too large to experience vital connectedness. 
Christians can realize that they really belong to the Body of Christ only through intimate 
fellowship in a small community. This is particularly true for those who just became 
                                                   
1 The Board of Faith and Life, Confession of Faith, 89. 
 
2 Ibid. 
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Christians and joined the congregation, as they have few friends in the church. If they are 
active and extroverted, they may be able to expand and deepen fellowship in the church. 
However, generally, many new Christians are reticent. The new small group ministry of 
the Sakai-chuo MB Church can assist them in becoming part of the faith community. 
 
Covenant Community: Fellowship and Accountability 
In the MB Confession of Faith, fellowship and accountability of church members 
is identified as part of the nature of the church. It is written: 
The church is a covenant community in which members are mutually accountable 
in matters of faith and life. They love, care, and pray for each other, share each 
other’s joys and burdens, admonish and correct one another. They share material 
resources as there is need. Local congregations follow the New Testament example 
by seeking the counsel of the wider church on matters that affect its common 
witness and mission. Congregations work together in a spirit of love, mutual 
submission, and interdependence.3 
 
The nature of the faith communities mentioned in the Confession of Faith properly 
reflects what the New Testament teaches. This is an image of the Church that God intends. 
However, the ideal is considerably different from the reality of earthly churches. Though 
church members pray for one another, they only pray for their common prayer requests. 
Since they do not have opportunities to share real needs with one another, they cannot 
make the intercessory prayers that they really need. Fellowship is superficial and does not 
go beyond social interaction. If members admonish and correct one another, human 
relationships will possibly be broken. There is almost no concept of mutual accountability 
in Japanese churches. In order to practice these things it is indispensable to create an 
environment in which they can happen. The new small groups can be such an arena. 
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Through small groups church members will experience the true nature of the church that 
they have never known. 
 
Discipleship: Following Christ 
All Christians are called to be disciples of Jesus. As mentioned earlier, baptism is 
related to discipleship. Baptism means incorporation into a faith community, and 
community becomes the arena for discipleship. When Jesus called the first disciples, it 
was a call not just to follow him, but to join a community of followers. The community is 
a source of support and encouragement for those in need (Gal 6:1-2). The MB Confession 
of Faith says this about discipleship: 
Christians enjoy fellowship with God and with other believers. At baptism 
believers are joined to the local church, commit themselves to build up the body of 
Christ and witness to the good news of the Christian hope. In community members 
grow in maturity as they demonstrate the fruit of the Spirit, use their spiritual gifts 
and practice mutual accountability in the disciplines of the Christian life. 
Christians confess sin, repent and experience God’s grace in the life of the 
Christian community.4 
 
Discipleship happens when mature Christians walk with younger believers in their 
spiritual journey. Effective modeling requires frequent contact between people. As 
believers experience a variety of life situations together, they will have opportunities to 
develop Christian attitudes, values, and actions, and to discuss the principles that guide a 
Christlike lifestyle. Contemporary culture encourages personal independence and 
individualism. To counter this situation the church needs to develop small groups within 
the larger church family. Small groups offer a viable context for deepening relationships, 
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growing spiritually, meeting special support needs, maintaining accountability in a secure 
setting, and providing opportunities to sharpen ministry skills. 
 
Biblical Foundations for Ministry: Life and Ministry of the Early Church in Acts 
2:42-47 
 
A surprising conversion event in which three thousand people were added at once 
to the group of disciples of Jesus happened on the day of Pentecost through the preaching 
of Peter (Acts 2:41). This corresponds to scenes in which a great number of people heard 
the messages of mass evangelists, including Billy Graham, and decided to receive Jesus as 
their Savior and went forward to pray. In Japan, too, inviting famous mass evangelists 
from foreign countries, holding evangelistic crusades in baseball stadiums and concert 
halls, and seeing many people led to decisions of faith have happened. For a moment it 
seemed that the dream of a great revival had broken out in Japan where Christian 
evangelism had seen little progress. However, the Church was soon confronted with the 
harsh fact that this was an illusion. As Peace indicates, even though a great number of 
people responded to the evangelist’s invitation to commit their lives to Jesus Christ in 
evangelistic crusades, only a few attended churches.5 In Acts, there are no accounts that 
the three thousand people who were baptized on the day of Pentecost stopped coming to 
the church. On the contrary, new believers were added to the church (Acts 2:47). 
In the Sakai-chuo MB Church many people were added one-by-one during the 
past forty years. However, many of them dropped away from church fellowship. One of 
the goals that this paper aims to achieve is to encourage new Christians to stay in the 
church and encourage them to grow as disciples of the Lord. 
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The community life of the early church is summarized as involving four key areas: 
apostolic teaching, fellowship, the breaking of bread together, and prayer (Act 2:42). Then 
the four elements listed in this verse are elaborated (Acts 2:43-47).6 The Greek word, 
προσκαρτεροντες means to “hold fast to,” “continue in,” “persevere in.”7 Luke showed 
continuing, consistent patterns of behavior in his summary.8 Such steadfastness and 
continuity are indispensable for forming and sustaining communities. Icenogle says, 
“Without the consistent and recurring practice of these crucial disciplines the new 
home-gathering communities would dissolve into pervasive and oppressive urban 
cultures.”9  
The first activity is apostlic teaching (διδαχ τ ν ποστόλων). Instruction is an 
important part of the new community. The centrality of Jesus and the preparation of 
members to share in new life and witness are key community concerns.10 In the Great 
Commission, teaching was an important means for discipling. Jesus said to “teach them to 
obey everything I have commanded” (Mt 28:19). Therefore, it likely would have included 
all kinds of instructions as are seen in the Gospels and Epistles: ethical and practical 
teaching and grounding in the central promise God had given in Jesus. Though meeting 
together in the temple courts (Acts 2:46) appears to have been for the express purpose of 
                                                                                                                                                        
5 Peace, Conversion in the New Testament, 288-290. 
 
6 Luke Timothy Johnson and Daniel J. Harrington, The Acts of the Apostles: Sacra pagina series 5 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1992), 257. 
 
7 Walter Bauer, William F. Arndt, and Wilbur F. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1957), 881. 
 
8 Johnson and Harrington, The Acts of the Apostles, 58. 
 
9 Icenogle, Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry, 257. 
 
10 Darrell L. Bock, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2007), 150. 
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hearing apostolic preaching (Acts 3:11-26; 5:21), it is doubtless true that there were also 
opportunities for teaching in the home context. John Mallison insists, “Christ’s key 
ministry strategy was a small group strategy. While Jesus ministered to thousands, he 
provided discipleship and shared ministry with twelve and a few others.”11 If the apostles 
received their discipleship training from Jesus in a small community setting, it is 
appropriate to think that the apostles also taught Christians in these same settings. 
The second activity is fellowship (τ κοινωνί). Although the term κοινωνία can 
refer to spiritual communion (1 Cor 1:9; 10:16; 2 Cor 6:14; 13:13; Gal 2:9; Phil 1:5; 2:1; 
3:10; Heb13:16; 1 Jn 1:3), here it refers to the sharing of material possessions, elaborated 
in Acts 2:45, as well as in 4:32-37.12 They shared everything they had. And they sold 
their property and possessions and shared the money with those in need. There is a similar 
description in 4:32. The phrase, “All the believers were one in heart and mind” shows 
their intimate relationship in Christ. Peterson says, “That relationship brought a certain 
sense of responsibility.”13 This sharing of material things in common is not a required 
communalism but a voluntary, caring response to need, as the end of verse 45 shows.14 
The early Christians voluntarily shared their property and possessions. Acts 5:4 makes 
clear that such a donation was not forced or a matter of obligation.  
Wonders and signs by the apostles seemed to be miracles and healings. The 
fellowship of the early community also included amazing wonders and signs. These 
greatly affected people outside the community (v. 47). 
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The third activity is breaking of bread (κλάσει το ρτου). The reference to breaking 
of bread appears only twice in the New Testament, here and in Luke 24:35, where it refers 
merely to table fellowship.15 Though some scholars have argued that the expression in 
verse 42 is a technical term for the Lord’s Supper and that this was already separated from 
their ordinary meals, Peterson disagrees. He writes, “However, the term describes the 
initiation of an ordinary meal in the Jewish fashion of breaking a loaf with the hands and 
giving thanks to God. To break bread was to eat together.”16 Icenogle identifies the 
breaking of bread with the Lord’s Supper, but also identifies the ordinary meal in the 
community with the Lord’s Supper. He writes, “In the small group communities, the 
sharing of a general meal together was directly connected to the sharing of the Lord’s 
Supper. Eating together affirmed the importance of the group’s mutual and interdependent 
economic and physical sustenance. These were no longer separate individuals who had no 
connection to or responsibility for one another.”17 
Jesus washed his disciples’ feet in his last meal with them. Then he told them that 
they ought to wash one another’s feet in the same way. This event in the Lord’s Supper 
indicates how Christians are to serve others. Just as the Lord’s Supper is considered to be 
different from an ordinary meal, Christian service also tends to be distinguished from 
ordinary works in daily life. However, Christian services are seen everywhere in daily life. 
People need one another and have responsibilities for one another. Breaking bread 
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nurtured the nature of a community depending on one another and serving one another in 
the love of God. 
The fourth activity is prayers (τα ς προσευχα ς). On the one hand, the English 
Standard Version, The New Revised Standard Version, and The New King James Version 
translate these words as “prayers” indicating specific prayers like “the Lord’s Prayer.” 
Whereas, the New American Standard Bible, the New International Version, and the New 
Living Translation translate it as “to prayer” indicating prayer in general. The plural form 
with the article in Greek suggests the former translation. However, since their eating 
together in households involved “praising God” (v. 47), they doubtless also prayed 
together in these groups, petitioning God for their own needs and the needs of others.18 
Prayer was an especially important part of their community life (4:31) and of apostolic 
leadership (6:4). Prayer seeks God’s direction and reflects human dependence upon God 
because God’s family of people do not act according to their feelings or intuition but by 
actively submitting themselves to the Lord’s direction.19 It is clear that the prayers here 
are not private, but communal. 
The following can be concluded from these exegetical comments. First, it is 
obvious that these four activities were important for the mission and services of the early 
church, and for growth. These four activities are known as the basic factors in the 
Christian life even in churches today. They are understood as Bible study, fellowship, 
ministry, and prayer. However, the important point that should not be overlooked is that 
these were not simply done as personal spiritual disciplines. These were done as 
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communal activities, and therefore were essential for building up a faith community. 
These activities are apt to be understood from an individualistic perspective in 
contemporary churches. Bible study and prayer are done by each individual. Fellowship 
happens simply as a satisfying social activity and for personal spiritual nourishment. Even 
ministries and services are done for self-satisfaction. The communal perspective must be 
reconfirmed. 
Second, though these spiritual disciplines were sometimes done in a large 
community (v. 46), they were done on a daily basis in small communities that included 
several households. New Christians seemed to engage in these activities voluntarily and 
with delight, not forcibly and out of obligation. There was an atmosphere of freedom, not 
authoritarian or legalism. Fourth, they regularly and frequently met together in order to do 
these four disciplines (v. 46). Meeting together is a prerequisite for community formation. 
Next, devoting themselves to these four disciplines did not make the early Christian 
community simply an introverted group. Rather they successfully invited outside people 
into their fellowship. Their community life was a living witness of the Gospel, and it had 
a great impact on the outside world. Finally, the formation of small groups is 
indispensable if the church is to recover the communal meanings that these four activities 
originally had in church life and activities, and in the mission of the church. 
 
A Case Study of a Small Group Ministry in Japan: Neyagawa MB Church 
Small group ministry is not common in Japanese churches. Home meetings, which 
are basically led by the pastor, are held in many churches in Japan. However, those are 
different in nature from the small groups this paper is envisioning. Home meetings are 
89 
gatherings of five-to-ten people meeting in individual homes during the week. 
Non-Christians may be included in the meeting. Such meetings are held under the 
leadership of the pastor. The pastor preaches a Bible message, and the members listen. 
The members are just passive recipients. Though the participants can get to know each 
other to some extent, it is rare to share their deep issues in these meetings. Following is an 
example of a small group ministry in a Japan Mennonite Brethren church that was 
promoted by lay leadership. 
The Neyagawa MB Church is located in a small but densely populated city, which 
is in the suburbs of Osaka. The church was planted by MB missionaries from North 
America during the same period as the Sakai-chuo MB Church, and is also almost the 
same size. However, the church cultures are very different. I served as senior pastor in the 
Neyagawa MB Church from 1994 to 2004. The church had some home meetings that 
were led by the pastor. In 1996, the church decided to shift those home meetings to a new 
small group ministry called “cell groups,” which were led by lay church members. This 
cell group ministry is modeled after the small group ministry at the SaRang Church in 
Korea. As men and youth members originally had their own small group meetings, the 
cell group ministry was done among women members. Since church members had grown 
up in the home meeting culture, they had not experienced cell group culture, so the pastor 
initially joined all of the cell groups and gave an example of cell group leadership; he then 
transferred leadership to lay leaders. The leaders met once a month, shared situations and 
issues of their groups, and received guidance.  
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The cell group ministry created a new culture in which members help and care for 
one another. The pastor did not need to do all of the pastoral care. They could help and 
encourage one another, except in the case of tough pastoral issues.  
Though the cell group ministry of the Neyagawa MB Church did not target new 
believers, new believers who participated in the cell groups grew to be faithful Christians 
through the support and encouragement of other more mature Christian group members. 
One lady who had just become a Christian lived in a very traditional area. She was the 
only Christian in her family. She had mental health problems, and began to join a cell 
group when she was still a seeker. Though she did not receive spiritual support from her 
own non-Christian family, she was encouraged by her faith family, and began to open her 
house for cell group meetings. This past experience of success in the Neyagawa MB 
Church gives strong motivation to promote small-group ministry in the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church, also. 
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CHAPTER 6 
GOALS AND PLANS 
 
Chapter 6 will outline a ministry plan to address the challenges of helping the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church become a disciple-making community through the development 
of a pilot project. This ministry will first have an introductory session about small group 
ministry for members who are interested. It will then select leaders and train them to lead 
small groups. After forming small groups, the senior pastor will support and supervise 
this ministry. 
 
Theological Implications for a Small Group Ministry 
The true motive for launching small group ministry into the church is not because 
it is an effective method for church growth, but because it is an indispensable component 
in making the church a true faith community. It provides an appropriate environment for 
that. Small groups become an important foundation for Christian growth and the mission 
of the church. Members of the Sakai-chuo MB Church learn about the Bible, engage in 
prayer, are involved in some service in the church, and have fellowship with other church 
members. However, many seem to never have experienced the rich fellowship that the 
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community of Christ originally had. Some new believers did not receive necessary 
spiritual care and training after baptism, and drifted away from church life and faith life. 
Even though they have heard what a true church should be and have an image of what the 
church as a community might look like, they have not had an opportunity to experience it 
personally and in practice. 
Though many believers want to grow as Christians, it is only at the level of 
personal effort. Therefore only individuals practiced the spiritual disciplines. It was 
thought that the Gospel was just for bringing individual souls to heaven, and did not 
impact the daily lives of Christians and their various human relationships. They are 
isolated in a pagan and atheist society where Christians are a small minority and they 
have difficulty in living and shining as witnesses of Christ, and in many cases, they live 
compromised lives. There are gaps between their church lives and their daily lives. 
They need spiritual support. However, this should not be simply one-way from 
the pastor, but two-way mutual support from interdependent relationships in the faith 
community. They can help fellow Christians in relationships based on the priesthood of 
all believers, and also can receive support from fellow Christians who are priests to them. 
They need an intimate, deep fellowship, that is not shallow and superficial, but in which 
they can experience trust, encouragement, help, and in which they are free to talk 
honestly with one another. They need a gathering in which they can grow together as 
faithful disciples of Jesus.  
This should not be a gathering of an unspecified large number of people, but a 
small meeting with a fixed number of members; and also should be composed of people 
who understand and agree to follow the purposes and rules of the meeting and are willing 
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to express their commitment to group activities. They agree to meet with other group 
members regularly, experience the rich fellowship of a faith community through Bible 
study, fellowship, ministry, and prayer in the group, receive spiritual nurture, and grow as 
disciples of Christ. Specifically, new believers can be strongly connected with the church 
and receive necessary spiritual encouragement and guidance through the fellowship of 
small groups, and establish a clear identity as people of God in the faith community.  
They begin their faith journey going toward the heavenly Kingdom as disciples of 
Christ together with fellow members of the faith community. Through small groups their 
relationships with God, families, friends, colleagues, and their brothers and sisters in the 
church become better and more redemptive. These small groups are closed in order to 
maintain a safe environment where members can share everything freely. However, the 
small groups must not become inwardly focused. Members are strengthened by the grace 
that they receive in the small groups, and practice ministry, witness, and missional lives 
toward people outside the group. The small groups should have a good influence both 
inside and outside of the church. 
 
Community Life is Essential to Christian Growth 
Willard explains Christian spiritual formation as follows: 
Simply put, every human being thinks (has a thought life), feels, chooses, 
interacts with his or her body and its social context, and (more or less) integrates 
all of the foregoing as parts of one life. These are the essential factors in a human 
being, and nothing essential to human life falls outside of them. The idea of the 
spiritual life in the Christian understanding is one where all of the essential parts 
of the human self are effectively organized around God, as they are restored and 
sustained by him. Spiritual formation in Christ is the process leading to that ideal 
end, and its result is love of God with all of the heart, soul, mind, and strength, 
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and of the neighbor as oneself. The human self is then fully integrated under 
God.1 
 
Willard argues that the human self requires rootedness in others as an ontological matter.2 
Though the most fundamental other for the human is God, human ties to one another 
cannot be isolated from shared relationship to him, nor human relationships to him from 
human ties to one another as all are to be rooted in God. Through others God comes to 
the human and the human can only really find others when the human sees them in God.3 
The Apostle John wrote scathing words to readers on this point. “If anyone says, ‘I love 
God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom 
he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen” (1 Jn 4:20).  
Though Christian spiritual growth is apt to be regarded as a private and internal 
matter, it does not take place without the relationships of other brothers and sisters in 
Christ. The true growth of Christians is accomplished not as individuals, but in a faith 
community. Paul writes about spiritual growth by comparing it to a human body: “From 
him (Christ) the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, 
grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work” (Eph 4:16).  
Christian growth is the growth of a community. Christian growth cannot be 
discussed apart from relationships with other Christians. There are two important words 
concerning Christian growth from this communal perspective. The first is “one another” 
(λλήλων). It shows up over fifty times in the New Testament, including the following: 
Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves 
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3 Ibid. 
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(Rom 12:10).  
Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to 
God (Rom 15:7). 
I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, 
complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another (Rom 15:14). 
But God has put the body together, giving greater honor to the parts that lacked it, 
so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal 
concern for each other (1 Cor 12:24-25).  
You, my brothers, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to indulge 
the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love (Gal 5:13). 
Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ (Gal 
6:2).  
Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are 
doing (1 Thes 5:11). 
 
These verses express a sense of solidarity of the Christian community. However, it is 
doubtful such solidarity exists in today’s churches. The sense of solidarity of the 
Christian community can become incarnate only in small groups of people who are 
gathered intentionally. Church life is indispensable for Christian growth, and a small 
group provides an appropriate environment to experience true community life. 
The second word is “edification” (ο κοδομή). This word had a great influence in 
Pietism, though in that context there occurred a development that narrowed the concept in 
an individualistic manner to the interior religious life of the Christian personality. In 
contrast to this, Paul thought of edification primarily in connection with the Church.4 
God’s intention is not only the forming of mature individuals but also of mature 
communities. According to Robert Banks, the purpose of the community gathering is the 
growth and edification of church members into Christ and into a common life through 
their God-given ministry to one another (1 Cor 14:12, 19, 26).5 In reference to corporate 
worship Spiros Zodhiates explains about ο κοδομή: “When one is in public worship, the 
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paramount concern must be how all the believers should be built up and not how 
someone or a small group may selfishly benefit by the public experience. In Christian 
worship the individual worshiper ought to be concerned how he or she can spiritually 
benefit others by what he or she does and says.”6 Christians are built up by other 
Christians, and in turn build up others, too. This building up is done with and for one 
another complementarily. A small group carries out the role that Christian communities 
originally did together. 
 
Community is a Visible Witness to the World 
The Christianity that was taught in the Sakai-chuo MB Church was based on 
North America evangelical Christianity influenced by dispensationalism, fundamentalism, 
and Pietism. It tends to read the Bible through an individualistic and spiritualized lens 
that sees the center of Christianity as the future-individual-salvation of the soul.7 A 
passion for evangelism was strengthened by belief in an imminent eschatology and the 
doctrine of hell; proclamation of this Gospel in various ways was central in all of the 
activities of the Church. However, this individualistic and introverted Gospel did not 
motivate Christians to live changed lives as faithful disciples of Christ. It seemed, rather, 
to make the power of the witness of the Church to society weak, since the relational and 
social aspects that the Gospel originally had were ignored.  
It was thought that the work of evangelism—leading souls to salvation—was of 
primary importance and secular jobs and activities were only secondary matters. Faithful 
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Christians kept a distance from fellowship with people in their work place and activities 
in their local neighborhoods, and dedicated themselves, instead, to the activities of the 
church. As a result they became isolated from their non-Christian families and local 
communities. It is ironic that Christians who were saved only to invite their friends and 
family to the church, after spending much time in the life of the church are no longer able 
to invite anyone to the church because they have cut their relationships with their 
non-Christian family, friends, and colleagues. 
The Gospel that was taught traditionally in evangelical churches was trivialized to 
enable the individual soul to enter heaven after death. Such a Gospel not only does not 
provide motivation to become a disciple of Christ, but also violates the power of the 
witness of the Church to its society. The Gospel is not only a story of an inner and 
spiritual realm only, but it must also be visible and tangible. 
Lohfink illustrates this point by using Israel as an example of what the Church is 
called to be as follows: 
The texts of the New Testament must not be read through the lens of a theological 
individualism able to imagine the reign of God only as a universal, interior reality 
in the souls of individual believers scattered over the face of the earth. 
Foundational to an important strand in the tradition of Old Testament theology is 
the idea that God has selected a single people out of all the nations of the world in 
order to make this people a sign of salvation. His interest in the other nations is no 
way impeded by this. When the people of God shines as a sign among the nations 
(cf. Isa. 2:1-4), the other nations will learn from God’s people; they will come 
together in Israel in order to participate, in Israel and mediated through Israel, in 
God’s glory. But all this can happen only when Israel really becomes recognizable 
as a sign of salvation, when God’s salvation transforms his people recognizably, 
tangibly, even visibly.8 
 
As was discussed in Chapter 5, the four spiritual disciplines, Bible study, ministry, 
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fellowship, and prayer, are important in building up a Christian community. However, 
those spiritual disciplines tend to be perceived as personal matters only for people who 
take their faith very seriously. When the Church is a true community, it becomes a visible, 
tangible sign, and a witness of the Gospel of Jesus Christ for the world. 
 
The Preferred Future: Small Groups will be the Foundation for a Witnessing Community 
People can experience the living God and the love of God through fellowship in a 
small group. To experience God is apt to be thought of as something special only for 
pious and spiritual elites, and, especially, contemplative ones. However, Jesus promised, 
“For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them” (Mt 18:20). In 
the fellowship of a true community people can experience the God who is present there 
together with them.  
In a small group the love of God will be more than just an ideological abstraction. 
Members of the group will practice love for one another. They will experience loving and 
being loved, and accepting and being accepted. This experience will soon spread to 
surrounding people. The members bear witness to what they experienced in the small 
community in other groups that they belong to such as family, company, and 
neighborhood. If their experience is visible and tangible, their witness will also be. A 
small group will be the foundation for forming a witnessing community. 
 
Strategy Goals 
A small group ministry will be an important part of the strategy for church 
formation of the Sakai-chuo MB Church. The strategic goals of the ministry are: first, to 
understand the purpose and character of small group ministry; second, to experience a 
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specifically Christian community; third, to nurture the leadership skills of lay people; and 
fourth, to encourage new believers. This will allow members to more fully belong to the 
fellowship of the church and grow as Christians in the faith community. 
 
To Understand the Purpose and Character of the Small Group Ministry 
Participants in the small group program will need to understand the difference 
between these new small groups and the traditional home meetings led by the pastor, or 
mere informal fellowship meetings where congenial friends of the same generation gather 
together for fun. In order to understand the purpose and character of the small groups, 
participants will study a handout called “An invitation to the small group process.”9 The 
handout will include the following four points concerning small groups: primary Bible 
verses, the confession of faith, promises and commitments, and the purpose of the groups. 
These things are regularly emphasized in the small group meetings. 
 
To Experience Connectedness and Togetherness as a Community in Christ 
The second goal of the small group ministry is not only to understand 
intellectually, but also to experience community life in Christ through actual small group 
activities such as gathering, sharing, and praying together, that is, to know through 
experience what the church was originally meant to be. The small group should not be a 
place where people merely enjoy superficial fellowship. The community of Christ has 
intimate fellowship as a family of God. The members of a small group can share and 
experience together the goodness of God, the joy of salvation, and the grace of being 
included in the people of God. Encountering Jesus Christ means encountering people of 
                                                   
9 See Appendix A. 
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God who believe in Jesus. The relationship between fellowship with God and fellowship 
with brothers and sisters in the Lord is complementary. 
 
To Build Up Lay Leadership 
There are traditional small groups called “home meetings” in many Japanese 
Christian churches. However, those are different from the small groups that the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church is exploring. One of the major differences is in leadership. The 
pastor leads in traditional home meetings; small groups are led by lay leaders. This does 
not mean that the leadership responsibility is shifted from the pastor to lay people. Lay 
leaders are not expected to play the same role as the pastor in the home meeting.  
In such meetings the pastor teaches and participants just listen. It is similar to the 
relationship in school between a teacher and students. The pastor demonstrates a model 
of Christian leadership that believers should try to emulate. Generally, the leader is 
expected to lead group members with strong leadership to a desirable goal. However, 
small group leadership is different. The small group leaders play a role not like a 
schoolteacher, who teach students one-sidedly, but more of a facilitator who stimulates a 
good discussion. The role of the pastor in the traditional home meeting is not a good 
model for leadership in the small group. 
Although one leader is designated in the small group, other members should be 
invited to actively participate in the group’s activities. Without the cooperation of each 
member, the small group does not function in a healthy way. Icenogle says this: 
Small groups cannot function in a healthy way without the positive exercise of 
authority and the shared movement of power between people. Authority is the 
source, and power is the flow of energy through relationships. Leadership is the 
willingness to plug into the source and share God’s energy of life with others. 
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Since every group member is unique and gifted differently, the power of God 
flows through each one to the group in diverse ways. Every group member has the 
opportunity and responsibility to allow the power of God to flow through him or 
her into the group. Resistance to participation in this mutual empowerment blocks 
essential leadership and direction to the whole group.10 
 
If the pastor wants to develop lay leaders for the small group ministry, he has to present a 
new kind of leadership. In order to establish lay leadership in the small group, the pastor 
has to demonstrate an appropriate leadership model, educate participants on how small 
groups function, and coach the leaders continuously. The success of the small group 
ministry depends on the establishment of healthy lay leadership. 
 
To Follow Up with New Believers 
It is desirable to spread small group ministry into the whole church in the future. 
However, in the first stage, the first goal is that new believers are given spiritual support 
through small groups, connecting them firmly with the church as a branch of the faith 
community, and beginning to walk the way of a disciple of Christ. It has been the goal of 
the mission of the church that seekers who have decided to accept Jesus as their Lord and 
savior are baptized. Growth after baptism was entrusted to each believer. Small groups 
will not leave newborn Christians as spiritual orphans. They will be encouraged through 
the rich fellowship in small groups, and grow as disciples of the Lord. 
 
The Content of the Strategy 
The strategy of the small group ministry in the Sakai-chuo MB Church is 
described below. Small group ministry in which lay members take the leadership role has 
                                                   
10 Icenogle, Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry, 83. 
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never been carried out here. Therefore it is necessary to make a careful judgment about 
how to begin the ministry.  
 
Recruiting Small Group Members 
The small group ministry will not be announced to the whole church in the 
beginning. The first small group will be initiated by those who are interested in the 
ministry, who are able to harmonize with other members in the group, and can be 
regarded as candidates for leadership in the future. At least one member who was 
baptized recently is included in the group. Recruiting small group members is not done 
openly, but privately and behind the scenes by the pastor. The number of members of the 
initial group is between four and eight. Those members need to understand that the small 
group is an unofficial experimental meeting. The activity period is limited from six 
months to one year, and after that they can freely decide what to do next. 
 
Introductory Sessions for Group Members about the Small Group Ministry 
The members of the pilot small group will gather together and participate in four 
or five introductory sessions. Members will learn about the theology of small group 
ministry by referring to Icenogle’s Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry and 
Gladen’s Small Groups with Purpose. They will also learn about the basic principles, 
required commitments, the purposes of small group ministry in the Sakai-chuo MB 
Church, and the basic rules that the members should observe. 
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Experiencing the Small Group and Leadership Training 
After learning the theory and operational rules of the small group ministry 
through the introductory sessions, members will begin the actual small group process. 
Although the frequency of the group meetings is ideally once a week, once in every two 
weeks will be a more realistic option considering the situation of members who are busy 
because of work, housework, and other services in the church. Also, there will be groups 
that can meet only once a month depending on the situation of the members. Meetings 
will be held every other week in this experimental group. 
There are two main aims in this first series of meetings. The first is to plant the 
DNA of a small group in the church. Members of the Sakai-chuo MB Church have never 
experienced small group life. No matter how well they learn the theory of small groups, it 
is impossible to understand how small group ministry is meaningful unless they actually 
have experience. What is important during this period of time is that the members of the 
small group experience the benefits of small group community relationships. 
There are four essential components in a successful small group meeting. They 
are worship, prayer, service, and fellowship. A balance between spiritual disciplines 
(discipleship) and spiritual nurture (caring) must be kept. As for the discipline factor, 
members are given assignments to do before the next meeting such as Bible reading, 
memorizing Bible verses, and other practical assignments. As for caring, they share 
updates on recent events, prayer requests, encourage each other, and pray for each other.  
The second aim during these sessions is leadership training. At this point, the 
pastor takes leadership and members observe what the pastor does and learn 
experientially how to lead the small group. The pastor sometimes asks a member to lead 
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the meeting. In addition, there will also be opportunities for lay members to meet without 
the pastor. 
 
Lay Leadership and Coaching by the Pastor 
After the experimental period, the group will be divided into two. Each group is 
led by lay leaders (at least two lay leaders in a group). Those who wish to participate in 
the new small groups are required to participate in the introductory session. After this 
session, they become formal members of the new small groups under lay leadership. The 
small group leaders gather regularly with the pastor, and receive coaching by the pastor.  
 
Target Population and Leadership 
Those who participate in this ministry are classified under three categories. The 
first group is new believers. The second group is leaders who are responsible for the 
leadership of the groups. The third is the brothers and sisters who participate in the small 
group process. 
 
New Believers 
The necessary spiritual care for new believers has not been done in the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church. Though they study the Bible with the pastor and receive spiritual 
care and encouragement from other believers before baptism, they lose such support and 
in some cases are left alone after baptism. The small group provides a community to 
which new believers can belong. They will receive necessary spiritual care through other 
members of the small group, and will grow as disciples of Christ by following after the 
faithful example of mature Christians. 
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Leadership Selection: Mature, Trusted, and Relational 
The small group is managed by lay leadership. It is not an exaggeration to say that 
the success or failure of the small group ministry depends on the leaders. In the 
Sakai-chuo MB Church, lay leadership was quite weak and dependence on the pastor was 
strong. Those who exercise strong lay leadership in the Sakai-chuo MB Church are apt to 
be in short supply when it comes to consideration, humility, and self-sacrifice. Those who 
actually have pastoral potential are apt to hesitate to be leaders.  
The pastor will select candidate leaders of the small group based on the following. 
First, whether they are mature Christians. Some indicators of maturity are that they 
faithfully fulfill their basic responsibilities as church members, to clothe themselves with 
humility and love, to serve others with joy, and so on. Next, they should be reliable 
persons. They are persons of integrity who keep their word and maintain confidentiality. 
Finally, they should be persons who can build good relationships with other people. They 
are not those who are quick to make enemies, but those who can harmonize with anyone. 
 
Leadership Development: Preparation and Oversight from the Senior Pastor 
In the beginning, leadership training will be done in an actual small group. The 
candidate leaders will learn from the example of the pastor how to lead a small group. 
The pastor leads the small group, and the lay leaders watch. Then the lay leaders help the 
pastor lead the group. After that the lay leaders lead the small group, and the pastor helps 
them. Under the supervision of the pastor, they will actually be given the opportunity to 
lead a small group. After that, the small groups will be led by lay leaders without the 
pastor. The leaders will meet regularly with the pastor to receive guidance and support. 
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Small Group Participants: Committed and Interested 
The participants in the small groups should not be guests who just receive the 
benefits or enjoy the fellowship. They are required to understand the principles and 
purposes of the small group ministry, make a commitment to the small group covenant, 
and participate actively in the group’s activities. They have to help their leaders and 
cooperate in the management of the group. They are also candidates to be leaders in the 
future. They learn about leadership of the small group through hands-on experience.  
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CHAPTER 7 
IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS AND EVALUATION 
 
This chapter describes the process of implementing and evaluating a new small 
group ministry for the Sakai-chuo MB Church. It will outline the pilot project, present a 
timeline for the project, including a plan for identifying and preparing group leaders, and 
a strategy for recruiting group members. Chapter 7 then lists literary, physical, 
technological, and human resources that will support project implementation. Finally, it 
offers a plan to utilize conversations and a questionnaire to evaluate and refine the new 
ministry strategy. 
 
Pilot Project Summary: Introductory Sessions, Leadership Selection, Training, and 
Forming Small Groups 
 
In the pilot project, male members, who are always busy with their jobs and have 
fewer opportunities for fellowship than female members, are purposely selected as the 
target. This project will not be announced to the whole congregation. The pastor will 
recruit members who are interested and also have the potential to be leaders of small 
groups in the future. The pastor will have conversations with each of them privately, and 
make sure of their commitment to participate in the small group project. Those who 
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express intention to participate in the small group will attend introductory sessions. They 
will understand the character, purpose, and commitments of the small group. After the 
sessions, they make a commitment to take part in the meetings every other week for six 
months. One new believer will be intentionally included in the group. 
The pastor will attend each meeting and provide an example of how to lead the 
small group. After a couple of months, he will entrust the members with leadership in the 
small group. Sometimes the pastor will intentionally not participate so that the members 
can have opportunities to practice leading the small group by themselves. After a half year, 
the group will be divided and new members will be added to each new group. The small 
groups will be led by lay leaders. The leaders will get together with the pastor regularly 
and continue to receive coaching from the pastor. 
 
Pilot Project Timeline 
The timeline of the pilot project is described below. The duration of this project 
needs approximately one year from preparation of resources to evaluation. Though this 
experimental small group will be disbanded in a half year, the actual small groups will 
continue for one or two years. 
 
Resource Development – May to July 2015 
Since small group ministries have not yet been common in Japanese churches, 
Japanese written resources about small groups are not well developed. Recently, 
increasing numbers of books about small group ministry published in North America are 
being translated into Japanese. However, since Japanese churches are far different from 
North American churches, they cannot be directly applied. It is necessary to select parts 
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that are appropriate. Then translation is required for books that might be beneficial in the 
Japanese situation. Summary documents that clarify the meaning, purposes, and rules of 
small groups need to be prepared. 
If male members are to participate in the small group meetings on weekdays, the 
meetings will need to begin after 8:00 p.m. and end at 9:30 p.m. or 10:00 p.m., since 
many employees have to work until late every night. The meeting location must be where 
busy men can conveniently gather after work. Though it is difficult for members to meet 
each other between one small group meeting and the next, outside of the regular Sunday 
morning worship service, it is important to develop some means and ways for them to stay 
in touch whenever they need. 
 
Group Member Recruitment Process – August 2015 
The members of this pilot project are prospective leaders for future small groups. 
The pastor personally dialogues with a few church members who seem to have potential 
as future leaders of the small groups and discusses the possibilities. Then the pastor asks 
them to cooperate in the project. One of the members should be a new believer. A primary 
target of this project is male members. Female members of the church have much more 
time and many more opportunities for meeting and fellowship compared to male members. 
Therefore the key to spreading the small group ministry throughout the whole church is 
whether the small groups attract the participation of the male members of the church. 
 
Introductory Sessions – Fall 2015 
The gathered members learn from the pastor about the theology, nature, and 
purpose of the small group ministry. The sessions are held four or five times. Active 
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participation in small group activities is encouraged rather than passive participation as in 
a traditional home meeting. Participants deepen their understanding of the small group by 
reading books and handouts about small group ministry. Specifically, they become 
familiar with the basic rules of the small group in order that the members can have deep 
fellowship and experience a true community through a small group. 
 
Small Groups Launched – January 2016 
In the experimental small group, the pastor leads the group meeting for a couple of 
months. He provides an example of how to lead the group, and then leadership is 
entrusted to the members. A meeting is generally held every two weeks, and attendance in 
the small group must be given high priority. However, since male members are so busy 
with their various responsibilities, the leaders confirm the date of the next meeting so that 
every member can attend every meeting. The time of the meeting is between an 
hour-and-a-half to two hours. The first small group is held during a six-month period. 
 
Evaluation – July 2016 
The pastor interviews each member about what they experienced through the 
six-month series of small group activities. The members report what they felt and 
experienced, the good things and points of needed improvement. Then the pastor meets 
with each member individually to discuss possible contributions to the future small group 
ministry. 
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New Small Groups Launched – September 2016 
The members of the pilot project play a key role in the formation of new small 
groups. Those who are going to participate in a small group for the first time are required 
to take the introductory sessions. Then they are permitted to join the small groups. The 
pastor does not participate directly in the new small groups; they are operated by lay 
leadership. Leaders of each group meet with the pastor regularly, and the pastor 
continuously provides coaching for them. 
 
Leadership Development 
The key to the success of this small group ministry depends on the work of lay 
leaders. Lay leadership must be established. The pastor has to find prospective leaders, 
and continuously train and encourage them. 
 
Identification of Leaders: Discernment and Encouragement Conversations 
Those who have influential voices and strong leadership tend to be chosen as the 
leaders of the church. Those who are in high positions in society often become the board 
members of the church. Such people might also become the leaders of the small groups. 
However, those who become leaders of small groups should be persons who are less 
directive and authoritative, and more collaborative and relational. They should be persons 
who can act in harmony and do not conflict with other people. Even those who are 
introverted and are not the typical leadership type, still have possibilities to serve as small 
group leaders. In addition, even though they lack teaching abilities, this is not a big 
problem. The role of the leader of the small group is not to teach. Persons with hidden 
gifts and talents should be found. There are many unobtrusive believers in the Sakai-chuo 
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MB Church. This is typical of many Japanese churches. The senior pastor should find 
prospective leaders among the members, encourage and challenge them through dialogue 
to be involved in the leadership of the small group ministry. 
 
On the Job Training: Led by Senior Pastor 
Leadership training is not performed in isolation at a desk, but it is done through 
the actual small group activities. The pastor becomes the small group leader, shows an 
example as the leader, and then entrusts leadership to others. When lay leaders are 
prepared to lead small groups, they meet with the pastor regularly and receive guidance. 
 
Resources 
Here, the physical, technological, and human resources that will support project 
implementation are discussed. It is important to discover the theological foundations in 
these resources. They become more meaningful as the small group ministry progresses. 
Since Icenogle’s Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry has not been translated 
into Japanese, the pastor will select and translate some chapters that seem to be important 
to understanding the theology of the small group. Then the pastor will rewrite them so that 
even lay members can understand. Those who participate in the small group can learn 
about the biblical foundations for small groups through the translated handouts. Though 
the small group ministry is becoming more common in Japanese churches, in many cases, 
theological meanings are not discussed, but the small group is considered to be one 
effective strategy for church formation and mission. In a word, only the methodology is 
adopted but there is little theological content. Small group participants have to understand 
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that small groups are indispensable for the church to function as a community and they are 
essential for the Christian life. 
Gladen’s Small Groups with Purpose has been translated into Japanese, and is easy 
to read even for Japanese Christians. It also has much helpful and useful information for 
the people who are going to serve as small group leaders. However, since the Saddleback 
Church in California is the model in the book, there are some things that cannot be applied 
to Japanese churches including the Sakai-chuo MB Church. In addition, the small groups 
that are mentioned in the book are open communities, and anyone who wants to join can 
participate in the groups at any time. However, the small groups that are projected in this 
program are closed communities and intentional small groups. 
 
Meeting Space: Restaurant, Coffee Shop, House, Church, Other Places 
Small groups are not limited to one type of location. They can happen anywhere. It 
might be good for men who participate in the small group right after work to have the 
meeting in a restaurant while eating supper together. However, it is difficult to offer praise 
and prayer in a restaurant. It is most desirable to have the meeting in one of the members’ 
houses. However, since Japanese houses are generally small and the meetings are held at 
night, this might be an inconvenience for other members of the family. Therefore it is 
necessary to carefully consider the time and circumstances of the meetings. Nevertheless, 
to open each member’s house for meetings becomes a good opportunity to practice the 
discipline of serving and welcoming other people into their home. It is ideal if the small 
group meetings are held not only in one member’s house, but also in each member’s 
house. If it is too difficult to have the meetings in the members’ houses, they can 
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sometimes use a room in the church. Wherever Christians gather together in the name of 
the Lord, the presence of the Lord is there, and the gathering becomes the church. Small 
groups can purify any place as a sacred space in which God is present. 
 
Electronic Communication Equipment: Any Time Connections 
Although communication using email and the internet is convenient, there is 
criticism that such communication leads to superficial human relationships. These formats 
cannot replace face-to-face communication. However, they can be useful tools to maintain 
fellowship with other busy modern people. It seems that busyness is the biggest factor 
hindering community building in Japan today. Although it is ideal to have meetings every 
week, this is realistically impossible. Even an every other week schedule is challenging 
for men. In the early Church Christians met together every day (Acts 2:46, 5:42). It is 
essential in living together as a community that the members be connected with each other 
every day. Accordingly, electronic communication devices such as smartphones can be 
useful to facilitate community life. LINE is a proprietary application for instant 
communications on electronic devices such as smartphones. LINE users exchange texts, 
images, video and audio, and conduct free VoIP conversations and video conferences. By 
using LINE small group members can have group conversations via texting. They are able 
to share what they are experiencing and their prayer requests and can encourage each 
other even though they cannot meet between meetings.  
 
Food: The Practice of Table Fellowship 
In a small group, members eat food and snacks together. The sharing of food is a 
reflection of intimate and loving community. Icenogle relates eating ordinary meals with 
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the Lord’s Supper. He writes, “In the small group communities, the sharing of a general 
meal together was directly connected to the sharing of the Lord’s Supper. Eating together 
affirmed the importance of the group's mutual and interdependent economic and physical 
sustenance.”1 Although the Lord’s Supper and the general meal are not the same, they are 
not unrelated. As Icenogle says, “The Lord’s Supper defined the meaning and direction for 
all other meals: Jesus was in the midst of the house group, which was the physical body of 
the risen Lord. The members of the group were called to feed one another, to live for one 
another, to serve one another, and to love one another.”2 Making clear the theological 
meaning of sharing a meal together will make the fellowship in a small group much 
richer. 
 
Assessment Plan 
How small group activities affect and make a difference in the personal spiritual 
lives and the ordinary social lives of small group participants and their ecclesiology will 
be evaluated. This is an important step in considering how to spread small group ministry 
to the entire congregation in the future. The participants list the good points, matters that 
need improvement and other comments related to small group activities. The results will 
be summarized, analyzed, and then utilized in planning future small groups. 
 
Group Conversations with the Pastor 
The pastor will discuss with small group members the significance of the small 
group in the small group setting. Specifically, they will discuss whether the small group 
                                                   
1 Icenogle, Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry, 263. 
 
2 Ibid., 264. 
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made a difference or not in their relationships with God and others (their spouse, family, 
church, company, and neighborhood). If there are any suggestions for improvements in 
small group operations such as frequency, time, place, and content, they will express their 
opinions about those matters. They will be asked for their opinions about how they intend 
to cooperate with the small group ministry in the future. 
 
Spiritual Health Assessment 
A Spiritual Health Assessment is included in Gladen’s book.3 This was originally 
designed to learn how the five “God’s purposes” that Rick Warren proposes in his The 
Purpose Driven Life are balanced. However, this assessment tool is also useful to examine 
more objectively the spiritual state of each individual as a Christian. This assessment is 
performed prior to starting the small group program, and the pastor keeps the results. Six 
months later, the same Spiritual Health Assessment is performed, and the members of the 
small group will compare the results. Questions to be asked are: “In which of the spiritual 
areas did remarkable changes and differences happen and in which areas were there no 
changes” and, “Were there improvements or not?” The participants report what changes 
happened in their Christian lives through their experiences. 
 
Interviewing Small Group Members 
The pastor will meet personally with each participant in the small group and ask 
for their opinions about their experiences. Since Japanese people are often extremely 
considerate in their relationships with each other, they might not be able to share what 
they really think and feel for the group and other members in a group discussion. The 
                                                   
3 Steve Gladen, Small Groups with Purpose: How to Create Healthy Communities (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Books, 2011), Kindle Location 128/240. 
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purpose of this personal interview is to elicit their real thoughts and feelings and also to 
make sure of their intentions, whether they want to continue to participate in a small 
group. 
 
Tabulation and Analysis of Results 
Data gathered through the group discussions, the Spiritual Health Assessments, 
and the personal interviews will be tabulated and analyzed. From the tabulated results, 
how the small groups affected and made a difference in the participants’ relationships with 
God and other people and in their understanding of the church will be summarized. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
It is a great joy to see people decide to receive Jesus as their Savior, especially in 
Japan as Christians are a small minority. Luke 15:10 expresses this: “In the same way, I 
tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who 
repents.” Therefore baptism is the biggest event in the church. It is not an exaggeration to 
say that the pastor and church members perform various church activities with this aim. 
This is similar to Paul’s writing, “I do all this for the sake of the gospel” (1 Cor 9:23). 
What the Gospel means in this case is that people believe in Jesus, are saved by faith in 
Jesus, and go to heaven after death. Again, Paul writes, “I have become all things to all 
men so that by all possible means I might save some” (1 Cor 9:22). He is trying to win as 
many souls as possible by all means. This is a common understanding in the Evangelical 
Church. As a result the Church often puts a high priority on evangelism, telling the Gospel 
to non-Christians and leading them to salvation. Christians who have already believed and 
been saved are often neglected. The focus of the mission of the Church is always on 
winning the unsaved. 
What has been done in the past at the Sakai-chuo MB Church is not at all 
exceptional in many Japanese churches. It has been thought that the pastor who is able to 
get more converts is an excellent pastor, and the congregation that has more members is a 
successful church. This is why the former pastor of the Sakai-chuo MB Church was in 
charge of pastoral ministry course at the seminary operated by JMBC, and supervised the 
students in the course. He had been regarded as an excellent pastor since he gained more 
converts than any other JMB pastors by using his outstanding gift of personal evangelism. 
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There is a tendency toward evaluation of a pastor by how many people he baptized. It was 
impressive that one MB pastor proudly talked how many people he led to salvation and 
baptized through his many years commitment as a pastor in his retirement speech. That is 
an easy-to-understand indicator to evaluate the work of the pastor. However, the primary 
role of the pastor should be raising saved Christians as faithful disciples of Christ and 
equipping the congregation of the disciples of Christ. Precisely the measurement of 
success of the church is inappropriate as Heifetz strongly criticizes:  
Meaning cannot be measured. Yet we live immersed in a world of measurement so 
pervasive that even many of our religious institutions measure success, 
significantly, by market share. Who’s winning in the missionary competition? The 
Catholics, the Mormons, the Evangelicals, the Muslims, the Buddhists, the 
Hindus? How many Jews have left the fold? We even witness religious 
organizations distorting their mission to mean “reaching more people,” as if souls 
were a measureable commodity. Indeed, the mission of bringing the applications 
of spirit, which is by nature beyond measure, to our daily efforts to live good and 
honorable lives seems estranged in the competition that measurement fosters. All 
too often, “mission” is something we do to outsiders, not something that drives the 
work inside the community itself. We seem to forget at times that “If you save one 
life, you save the world.”1 
 
It is great to be given a lot of converts through active evangelistic efforts. However, 
the biased understanding of evangelizing and mission focusing on soul saving and 
winning as many converts as possible brought distortion in the church and produced many 
spiritual infant Christians and spiritual orphans. There is jealousy and quarreling among 
the people who have been in the church for many years and involved in various ministries 
and serve in the church. They are acting like mere men and women, and are still worldly 
(1 Cor 3:1-3). Many isolated Christians and those who have lost their faith leave the 
fellowship in the church. 
                                                   
1 Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive through the Dangers 
of Leading (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2002), 212. 
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Consciousness as a community is thin in the Sakai-chuo MB Church, and the 
congregation is only a collection of individuals believing in Jesus. Though fellowship 
among members looks intimate at a glance, it is merely a superficial relationship keeping 
safe distances. In a sense the Sakai-chuo MB Church might be quite far from the church 
image that this project is seeking. There are several MB churches that seem to be much 
easier to work within. Neyagawa MB Church that is mentioned in the case study in 
Chapter 5 is one of the examples. However, if this church could be transformed, it will be 
a good new for other churches. 
The situation that Japanese churches today are facing is extremely serious. 
Decreasing birthrate and an aging population in Japanese society is also evident in many 
Japanese churches. In Japan, Sunday school is mainly for children and youth. The number 
of attendees is decreasing every year, and the number of churches that close Sunday 
school is increasing. Many churches have very few people in their thirties or fourties, and 
few children or youth either. If things are unchanged, those churches will be gone soon. 
Evangelizing is becoming increasingly difficult. Even though churches make a 
great effort in evangelism, there are few people who are saved. It seems that interest in 
spiritual things is decreasing among people including Christians. At the same time 
skepticism in general religion is becoming more evident. 
The number of seminary students who aspire to be a full-time pastor is declining, 
and seminaries are forced to close. A Free Methodist seminary with more than one 
hundred years history in Osaka was recently closed. If the number of seminary students is 
reduced, it becomes difficult to send pastors to local churches, and the number of 
churches without a pastor increases. Even though there are pastors to send, the number of 
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churches that cannot afford to support a pastor economically is increasing. Pastors who 
serve in such churches have to have another paid job. It is common sense that a pastor is a 
full-time worker in the church. Therefore MB pastors are not allowed to work outside of 
the church. Even the pastor’s wife was not allowed to work. It was natural that the pastor 
received a full support from the church. However, such system is dying. 
It seems that Japanese churches are now at a critical turning point. Speaking of a 
turning point sounds great, but this is a crisis. However, it not only is a crisis, but also can 
be an opportunity for the spiritual eyes of Japanese Christians to be opened. It is time 
when the Church must truly change. It is time when the Church must become a true 
church. This paper is written with a confidence that church is the key for evangelizing 
Japan. The church must be a faith community. It is thought that a small group ministry is 
effective for the goal. A church that is not the church would not stand hereafter. However, 
as long as the church is a church in a true sense there is no despair. There is always hope 
in a church of the Lord. Rather a church is hope for the world. The church that can be a 
light illuminating the dark and hopeless world is needed. As it says in Matthew 5:14-16, 
“You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a 
lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone 
in the house. 16 In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your 
good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.” I am grateful if this project becomes the 
small foothold for it. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 
An Invitation to the Small Group Process 
(An extract) 
 
A. The core Bible verses for the small group ministry 
“For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.” (Matthew 
18:20) 
 
“A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love 
one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 
(John 13:34, 35) 
 
Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. (Galatians 
6:2) 
 
Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be 
healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. (James 5:16) 
 
B. The confession of faith of the small group 
1. The center of the small group is Jesus, our king and the Lord. 
2. We were called and gathered by Jesus. 
3. We love God and the other members. 
4. We make an effort to grow as disciples of Jesus through encouraging and praying for 
one another. 
5. We abide by the covenant of the small group to have sincere hearts, and to commit 
ourselves to the activities of the small group. 
C. The promises and commitments to the small group 
1. To give high priority to the small group gathering (commitment to the group). 
2. To maintain the confidentiality of what is shared in the group (the security of a safe 
place). 
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3. To not judge the opinions of others (creating an atmosphere in which the members can 
freely share anything).  
4. To listen with respect to what the other members share. 
5. To not talk about others outside the group (to avoid gossips and to edify one another). 
6. To speak honestly (to share the truth, not with pretense and deception). 
7. To pray for the other members of the small group. 
8. To build relationships of mutual accountability. 
D. The purposes of the small group meetings 
1. To worship the Lord God, the king of kings, who revealed himself through Jesus Christ. 
2. To deepen relationships with God and with the other members. 
3. To become more like the character of the Lord Jesus, and to live according to his will. 
4. To become persons who practice love for God and for people in the world around us. 
5. To bless the group members, and to contribute to their growth as Christians. 
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